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Preface 


Nine of the twelve chapters in this book were published previously between 
1981 and 1994; full details are given in the consolidated bibliography. I have 
made some changes to them and standardised the style of the footnotes, 
which have been made as economical as possible. The supporting material has 
been updated. In some cases the illustrations differ from those in the original 
versions. I have eliminated acknowledgements from the published pieces, but 
wish to renew my thanks to all those who helped with their preparation. I am 
most appreciative of both the individuals and the institutions who contributed 
to the previously unpublished essays by commenting on them and by inviting 
me to speak. I have left the final chapter, the inaugural lecture I gave at the 
University of York in December 1994, virtually unchanged since this was 
written for a special occasion and I wanted to retain its original flavour. The 
index is as full as possible in order to help readers locate the first reference to 
an individual, institution or idea. I hope that the essays can be read either as 
self-contained elements or as a connected series since there are many recurrent 
motifs. 

Permission to reprint has been sought for all the previously published essays. 
I am grateful to those who responded so promptly and gave their permission 
and apologise to anyone with an interest who was inadvertently omitted — they 
ate invited to contact the publisher. I would like to take this opportunity of 
acknowledging the support of the Wellcome Trust for much of the research 
upon which the following chapters are based. 

For their help and encouragement in preparing this book, I am particularly 
grateful to: Malcolm Baker, Cathy Crawford, Patricia Fara, Christopher Gartner, 
Sue Grace, Kristine Haugen, Clare Haynes, Roger Lonsdale, Andy Nolan, Andy 
and Jila Peacock, Steve Petford, Roy Porter, Richard Serjeantson, Pamela Sharpe, 
the administrative and support staff of World Art Studies, University of East 
Anglia, the staff of the Wellcome Institute Library and of the Wellcome Photo- 
graphic Department and the staff of the British Museum Print Room. Hilary 
Shaw of Longmans has been exemplary in her patience and support. I owe a 
great deal to the following much-loved friends: Joyce Appleby, Cathy Crawford, 
Ann Dally and Philip Egerton, Leonore Davidoff, Andy and Jila Peacock, 


vi 
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Marcia Pointon and Marilyn Strathern. I give special thanks to Christopher 
Gartner, Clare Haynes, and Lynda and John Williams for the help and friend- 
ship they have offered during the final stages of preparing this text. 


Norwich, April 1998 
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CHAPTER ONE 


Cultural Effort: 
An Introductory Essay 


In his seminal book Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson analysed the cul- 
tural preconditions for a modular notion of nationhood: a type of nationhood 
came into being, composed of certain elements, and the resulting ensemble was 
adapted to suit other historical and geographical settings. Central to the pattern 
he identified were ways of imagining not just the nation itself but the relations 
between its members. He set out the social, cultural and economic mechan- 
isms underlying the main means by which citizens who generally lacked direct 
personal contact with one another could, nonetheless, imagine themselves as 
part of a shared enterprise. ‘Nation’ was an abstract term given life in the minds 
and behaviour of ordinary people. His account implies that much of the work 
of creating and sustaining a sense of nationhood goes on in the head, and he 
stressed that such mental effort takes place in specific historical contexts and 
that it has particular, material preconditions. In other words, lwagined Commu- 
nities is a book about what I am calling cultural effort.’ 

Nature Displayed is concerned with imagined relationships and examines the 
creation and use of modular concepts. Unlike Anderson, however, my domain 
is nature. I am especially interested in how those committed to producing 
authoritative knowledge in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
worked to imagine abstractions, such as ‘nature’ and ‘family’, which concerned 
relationships. Even in the routine empirical business of medicine and natural 
history, these larger conceptual issues were always present. Although describing 
and classifying objects were important tasks for natural historians and medical 
practitioners, they were equally mindful of the need to understand the palpable 
affinities between living beings, especially human beings, as well as between 
God and nature, nature and nature’s laws. Representing and conceptualising 
such kinships in terms of visible similarities was a complex enterprise, one that 
touched not only a sense of cosmological order but also the most intimate iden- 
tifies of all concerned. The abstractions I write about were also, like ‘nation’, 
modular. Indeed, there can be no more modular concept than ‘the family’, 


1. Anderson, 1991; I have tried to set out the potential usefulness of Anderson’s approach for the 
histories of science and of medicine in Jordanova, 1996, and see also Jordanova, 1998. 
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which has, since the eighteenth century, carried the assumption that forms 
of human organisation share fundamental elements in common, that where 
there are not families there ought to be, and that the family is rooted in nature. 
Thus natural relations were imagined, and actively created, through cultural 
processes, not ‘discovered’ in the physical world. Thereby nature was indeed 
displayed. 

We can express the same point in a different vocabulary. For Raymond 
Williams, nation and family are ‘keywords’, terms that are historically dense, 
whose changing meanings and uses contain broad social and cultural shifts. 
Scholars from several disciplines have noted how a limited number of concepts 
do a disproportionate amount of work — both analytical and emotional — at any 
given moment. Nature is certainly one such term and it has been functioning 
in this manner for generations. Especially at a time when /ongue durée history is 
unfashionable, it is hard to do full justice to ideas such as nature, to capture 
both their locally-forged specificities and their enduring associations. Further- 
more, such keywords also tend to be elusive. Their richness of meaning brings 
with it on the one hand a flexibility and ambiguity that makes precision diffi- 
cult, and on the other relevance to so many aspects of human experience that 
it becomes overwhelming. Nonetheless the centrality of these terms has drawn 
many writers to them. In some ways Williams and Anderson responded quite 
differently to the challenge — Williams, a literary scholar and socialist writer, 
always sought to show how complex texts worked to mediate changing social 
relations, while Anderson, a historian of South-East Asia, focused on constel- 
lations of collective practices, such as reading newspapers and administrative 
procedures. Neither, it should be said, has shown particular concern for the 
nature of visual experience, although it is implicit in Williams’s work, especially 
on The Country and the City, that writers’ visual responses to their immediate 
surroundings act as important triggers, especially of fantasies of other, better 
times and places, generally located in the past. ‘Country’ and ‘city’ are categor- 
ies that take significant emotional charge, after all, from sensory experience — 
a point that also applies to ‘nation’. 

I have mentioned Anderson and Williams as two hugely influential fig- 
ures, especially for my generation; they have both, if in somewhat different 
ways, privileged the social and cultural processes that go on in the head with- 
out divorcing those processes from larger historical shifts. While I have found 
them inspiring, the writings presented here are very different. The essays that 
follow may signal some bigger shifts and attempt to open up the interpretative 
difficulties raised by keywords and modular concepts, but they are strictly 
limited in their focus. Most of them are based on readings of a small number 
of texts and images, although they make no pretence to being complete or 
exhaustive interpretations. But they are textually based because that is where I 
believe important cultural work gets done. My primary interest here is not in 


2. Williams, 1983, 1975; Illich, 1983, drawing on Williams, organised his book around keywords; on 
nature, see Lovejoy, 1948, esp. chs 5 and 8; Wiley, 1962; Charlton, 1984. For a more recent approach to the 
complexities of nature and especially of natural history, see Jardine, Secord and Spary, 1996. 
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the means by which groups affirm and reaffirm their values, which generally 
involve forms of collective practice, although making, disseminating and re- 
sponding to words and images is just such a practice. So, while I certainly 
assume that making cultural products occurs through complex social practices 
to be analysed as such, there is also room for work that emphasises the internal 
complexities of those products in their own right. I am fascinated by the way 
in which issues that are inevitably difficult, confusing, troubling and dangerous 
may be creatively handled through the processes of writing and image-making. 
I see the evidence for this in the cultural products themselves, and in the light 
of what is known about their context, I try to interpret and explain them. 
However, this is more a textual than a contextual study. The term ‘text’ itself 
is in fact rather slippery. I have used it to mean a consciously wrought artefact, 
made up principally of words, rather than as a generic term for all cultural 
products. 

We should avoid reinforcing the idea that there is a self-evident distinction 
between texts and contexts, between, on the one hand, representation and, on 
the other, behaviour, action and structural forces. Yet it is undeniable that in 
the practice of each historian the interpretative weight tends to fall more on 
one than on the other. It is possible to understand this in terms of a com- 
bination of methodological preferences and disciplinary background. Those 
who pay attention to critical methods, and who often have a training weighted 
towards literature, art history and philosophy, give far greater emphasis to texts 
than do scholars with an interest in social, economic and political phenomena, 
coming from history and the social sciences. Many of those who would call 
themselves cultural historians have been anxious to blend the two approaches, 
as have historians and philosophers of science, especially those interested in 
the social construction of natural knowledge. There are a number of strategies 
available for accomplishing this: for example, to show how the production and 
reception of texts are themselves practices deeply embedded in the social, 
economic and political orders, and hence that texts are not fixed and static 
artefacts that exist in a separate world. Another is to expand the range of what 
counts as a text. One I find particularly compelling is to show how ideas, and 
the means by which they are expressed, act as mediations of the social condi- 
tions in which they exist. ‘Mediation’ suggests that ideas never passively reflect 
or directly express a prior state of affairs that is somehow more real than they 
are. It is used to stress both the transformations that ideas constantly undergo 
and their interested, ideological nature. Many historians, however, find the lan- 
guage of mediations and ideology baffling or unsuitable for their particular 
subject matter and intellectual style. Furthermore, historians genuinely differ 
over where and how at any given moment the most important things are 
happening, and, on the whole, conventionally trained ones have not given 
priority to the inner workings of texts and images. Yet for those interested in 
the generation of knowledge about nature, the use of concepts, the develop- 
ment of mental models of physical processes, and the role of metaphor are 
central issues. All these concerns encourage an emphasis on texts, although the 
diverse ways in which texts are handled needs to be stressed. Perhaps the 
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variety of responses is most striking in the varying degrees to which texts are 
taken to be multi- layered, the products of different levels of consciousness.” 
Historians of science and medicine have usually given priority to ideas, espe- 
cially innovative ones, and to the individuals who produce them. The dangers 
of this type of privilege are well known, and have been expressed in attacks on 
triumphalism, on easy assumptions about the progressive nature of scientific 
knowledge and on Whig history. Nonetheless we continue to give a dispropor- 
tionate amount of attention to those deemed the most outstanding innovators 
and discoverers. Such figures often acquire a paradigmatic status. Sometimes they 
are used as case studies of the way in which scientific and medical innovations 
function. At other times they are simply exemplary of great intellectual achieve- 
ments. Or they can be indicators of intellectual trends, individuals who stand 
as indices to significant shifts and patterns. A number of figures recur in the 
chapters that follow, and I would like to clarify the status I give them. None 
of these men would be placed in the first rank of scientific innovators, although 
their historical significance is undoubted. I am not condoning the ranking 
mentality, but seeking to situate historiographically the individuals that interest 
me. I am certainly not claiming that they are ‘representative’ of the scientific 
and/or medical communities of their time. By definition they are likely to be 
exceptional individuals, where ‘exceptional’ is not about some universal intel- 
lectual superiority or genius (indeed such figures may be unusually ambitious, 
hubristic or greedy rather than clever), hence they are not representative in the 
usual sense of the word. But their writings may nonetheless be indicative of 
broader trends, articulating ideas with particular clarity, energy and force, making 
them especially valuable to historians. On the whole I have found in such figures 
themes and preoccupations that their contemporaries shared but expressed with 
less immediacy or only in a piecemeal fashion. Frequently it was the desire to 
generalise, to generate big pictures and comprehensive accounts that marked 
such figures out. I have often turned, for example, to the French naturalist 
Jean-Baptiste Lamarck to illustrate points about the trends towards a more 
naturalistic style of thinking, Lamarck rejected any hint of metaphysical ex- 
planation in natural history, natural philosophy and psychology — nature should 
be understood in terms of natural forces only. The breadth of his scientific 
interests and the nature of his intellectual ambition make him a valuable case 
study, as do his earnest attempts to present a cosmology and general methodo- 
logical precepts for the pursuit of natural knowledge. But Lamarck, like many 
other figures discussed in the book, holds another kind of interest for me. 
In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes suggested that a photograph possesses 
what he called a ‘punctum? — a point that captured his interest and excited his 
curiosity.’ It was not necessarily connected with the overt subject matter of the 


3. Olby e¢ al, 1990, esp. chs 1, 5, 6, 9, 51; Bynum and Porter, 1993a, esp. chs 3 and 65; Wilson, 1993; 
Jordanova, 1995b; the articles in the journal History of Science provide an excellent insight into historiographic 
issues in the field. See also the works cited in note 7. 

4. Barthes, 1993, esp. pp. 25-7, 42-5, 47, 53, 55. ‘A photograph’s punctum is that accident which pricks 
me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me)’ (p. 27); ‘the panctum is what I add to the photograph and what 
is nonetheless already there (p. 55), emphasis in original. 
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image, and could be an apparently irrelevant detail. His attempt to conceptu- 
alise what captures an individual’s attention in an image interests me because 
I am curious about its academic equivalent and more specifically about the 
ways in which scholars revisit the same figures and issues in their writings. I am 
struck by the way in which the ideas of certain thinkers have acted as a kind 
of punctum for me. What I like about Barthes’s notion is that it does not seek 
to endow some aspect of a photograph with an independent value in and of 
itself; rather it acknowledges that capturing the attention is an individual 
matter, involving an intricate dynamic between viewer and image. Once the 
capturing has taken place, re-reading a text or viewing an image again becomes 
a journey motivated by love and familiarity — it is no coincidence, I think, that 
Barthes’s book concerns his beloved mother’s image, making it simultaneously 
an act of mourning and an exploration of the allure of photography.” Histor- 
ans, having been lured to a person, period, text, image, country or theme, then 
examine the materials to which they have been led as thoroughly as possible, 
but often cannot fully explain how and why they were drawn there in the first 
place. Lamarck has constituted a sort of punctum for me, and at each visit I find 
something new in the themes he tackled. I have no desire to claim some kind 
of greatness for Lamarck on this account. I am merely asserting that I have 
found prolonged engagement with his ideas generative, that I believe their 
significance can be justified on historical grounds, and that they appeal because 
the issues they speak to are wide-ranging and not easily exhausted. 

Indeed, I would extend the argument to the periods and places historians 
work on and to the issues that grab them. For many years I have been drawn 
to the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Possibly this reflects the 
life span of the figures I have studied. This era cannot simply be called the 
Enlightenment, which is generally deemed to have started somewhere between 
the mid-seventeenth century and the early eighteenth century and to have 
ended either with the French Revolution or shortly thereafter. Nor is it really 
the /ate Enlightenment, because criticism of that movement of ideas was al- 
ready well-developed by the first decade of the nineteenth century. It could be 
claimed that this period has no real unity at all, split as it is by having that great 
divider, the French Revolution, right in the middle of it. Nonetheless for me 
1760 to 1820 is a ‘natural’ period, but it is precisely my interests that make it 
so —I cannot and would not claim objectivity for its boundaries, partly because 
historical periods, however delineated, have blurred edges. This is not to say 
that they are arbitrary or lack intellectual plausibility, only that different 
scholars in interaction with their materials will foreground distinct chronological 
patterns. I could equally well describe the period these essays cover in terms 
of cohorts. Most of the people I discuss were products of the Enlightenment, 
rather than members of the generations that shaped it. It was already under 
way when they were born and as they grew to adulthood they absorbed its 
commitments. By the time some of them, such as Mary Shelley, arrived, dis- 
enchantment with it was under way. These individuals were liberal rather than 


5. Ibid., pp. 60, 63ff.,, esp. 69. 
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conservative, reformist rather than reactionary. The exceptions, men such as 
Paley, Chateaubriand and de Maistre, figure here as foils to more liberal belief 
systems, such as transformism and the Enlightenment. Those whose ideas 
ate given prominence in Nature Displayed were also largely professionals and 
middle-class, and hence influenced by the political and social debates of the 
second half of the eighteenth century, which, in their printed forms especially, 
were largely conducted by and on behalf of that class. They were also worship- 
pers and students of nature, a concept that enjoyed an extraordinary degree of 
prestige in this period, which is precisely why critics of change and reform so 
often accused their opponents of un-naturalness. 

I could also describe the periods to which I have long been attracted in style 
terms: late Baroque, rococo, neo-classical, romantic. Admittedly, style is a tricky 
concept, but I use it because it suggests both a historical and an aesthetic 
analysis: historical because styles are understood to be specific to a given time, 
and aesthetic because styles are taken to be composed of formal elements that 
produce particular kinds of beauty. Styles elicit strong reactions; their appeal 
may, ultimately, be inexplicable, but the powerful responses they evoke facili- 
tate their capacity to act as puncta. Although I have not generally used stylistic 
classifications, it is nonetheless helpful to remember that aesthetic responses to 
cultural products and the contexts that produce them are integral to historical 
work, which, in my experience, is strongly driven by visual and intellectual 
pleasure. Since style refers to the recognisably shared features of diverse entit- 
ies, which express their time of creation, it effectively yokes together historical 
and aesthetic approaches. I wonder whether there was, for instance, a cognitive 
style shared by many of the writers I have designated ‘naturalist’, which I have 
found particularly compelling. I have also mentioned style because its exten- 
sion to fashion, to interiors, to food and so on, indicates that the styles we are 
drawn to give immediate pleasure and form part of daily life. Historians’ choice 
of geographical areas is a closely related issue; places can also act as puncta. This 
was certainly the case for me in the early work I did on French science — 
France was a country I knew from infancy, and it excited my curiosity. Several 
essays were shaped by that interest. However, preferences also change, and 
although I still work on French materials, eighteenth-century Britain came to 
seem alluring; it too appeared seductive for reasons I cannot adequately explain. 
However, from the earliest research I ever did, I was drawn to comparisons 
between France and Britain, which still seem to me to be productive, although 
I certainly do not pursue here a structured form of comparative history. In 
other words, in the imaginations of historians the attractions of people, themes, 
periods and countries blend together, and change over a life course. 

Above all knots or kernels of intertwined concerns, nexuses of problems 
demand intellectual revisiting. Several chapters deal with models of kinship, 
especially with the ways in which parent-child relationships have been under- 
stood and represented. Although I have some ideas about what kinship means 
to me at an intimate level, I cannot explain fully why I have found this an 
absorbing subject, capable of diverse manifestations, and always promising 
further complexities. It has certainly been a live political issue all the time | 
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have been working on it, and its emotional significance is never in doubt. I also 
find appealing topics where there is no obvious final resting place, where a 
degree of mystery resides. These tend to concern human relationships that 
engage people at many different levels, that invite scientific and medical atten- 
tion for this reason, but that prove somewhat resistant to full naturalistic ana- 
lysis. Concepts such as health, nature, death, will, soul, Woman, exemplify the 
point. It is no coincidence that many of these topics are related to gender. 

Perhaps I can adapt a remark by Ivan Illich and suggest that gender 1s what 
happens, not between the legs, but between the ears.° This signals a concern 
similar to Anderson’s, that social categories require mental work, and I inter- 
pret them both as meaning that phenomena, like gender and nation, are to 
be understood culturally. ‘Culture’ and its cognates are notoriously slippery, but 
in terms of historical approaches an emphasis on culture generally implies an 
interest in the processes whereby human beings create meaning, that 1s, it 
gives weight to cognitive patterns, and to the resulting representations. It is no 
coincidence that the growth of interest in gender has occurred simultaneously 
with that in cultural history.’ ‘Gender’ signalled a refusal to take biological 
categories at face value, and a pledge to search for the ways in which mascu- 
linity and femininity were given diverse, even contradictory meanings through 
historical processes. Considerable rhetorical emphasis was placed on gender 
being about culture, where sex differences were about nature. While debates 
about gender during the 1980s and 1990s have opened up and placed the 
culture/nature polarity under critical scrutiny, it remains true that there is an 
affinity between cultural approaches and an emphasis on gender.” One treason 
for the affinity is that while it is possible to construe gender as a variable, to 
be understood empirically in a similar fashion to race, class, religion and so 
on, this is widely perceived as unsatisfactory. It fails to explain why gendered 
associations are everywhere, why gender is among the most powerful and 
persistent of metaphors. We have come to call the approach that tackles such 
issues ‘cultural’.’ 

Over the last decade there has been a particularly dramatic increase in 
studies on gender, although this has been accompanied by a certain looseness 
of definition. Gender may be a seductive and important topic but it is also an 
extremely difficult concept to work with. While I would like to make it man- 
ageable, and to be open about how I am using ‘gender’, both tasks are virtually 


6. Illich, 1983, p. 68, and also p. 4. This quirky and stimulating book puts a very particular spin on 
‘gender’ by appropriating it for a critique of modern capitalist societies; for Illich culture and economics are 
inseparable. ‘Gender is in every step, in every gesture, not just between the legs. ... Gender is something 
other and much more than sex” ‘Gender bespeaks a complementarit that is enigmatic and asymmetrical. 
Only metaphor can reach for it’ 
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impossible. You have to watch it working in particular instances, and acknow- 
ledge its anarchic qualities, its refusal to lie down. In the chapters where ideas 
about family and reproduction are explored, gender 1s inevitably a central issue 
by virtue of the subject matter. When both male and female, masculine and 
feminine are involved, then we may legitimately use the term gender. Discus- 
sions of either sex and its dominant characteristics tend to imply the existence 
of the other, and hence of intricate relationships between two sets of sexualised 
attributes. Gender concerns not so much men and women as soctal constitu- 
encies, as the elaborate ideas and associations to which masculinity and femin- 
inity give rise. Gender tends, therefore, to be omnipresent and to be tmplicitly 
comparative, although it was rarely explicitly conceptualised by historical actors 
in this way. Scholars now use the term to refer to a wide range of areas where 
two sexualised elements, recognisably distinct and metaphorically rich, are 
compared and contrasted. It is precisely because we have a strong model of 
sexual union — in erotic love, in marriage and in reproduction — that the drive 
to conceptualise gender distinctions is so strong, 

Inevitably, then, ‘gender’ raises the question of dualistic ways of thinking. In 
exploring these, I give weight to the manner in which they were presented in 
the original sources. While I want to note the persistence of some gendered 
dualisms over long periods of time, I emphatically do not think of them as 
universals. We can observe how often complexities, particularly moral ones, are 
resolved into two poles, without attributing to the human mind any innate 
predisposition to dualistic thinking. Dualisms that are persistent are also likely 
to be labile. These polarities are fascinating historical phenomena — capable of 
taking many different forms, yet with evident metaphorical linkages between 
them that follow certain patterns. At the same time, binaries do not map neatly 
and consistently onto each other — the role of gender in them is quite varied. 
Every major polarity, it seems, has the potential to be gendered, but this has 
occurred in different ways at different times. Most of the ones I discuss in the 
book are, simultaneously, moral and naturalised oppositions — a situation which 
makes the imaginative space between the two sides particularly fraught. This 
space may be thought of as a contested zone where boundaries are erected in 
order to bring clarity. Clarity and stability were important because, on the one 
hand, gendered distinctions appeared fragile, constantly under threat, and on 
the other, because nature, while a hugely authoritative concept, was hard to get 
a gtasp on. Gender has long been a figure for perceived social change. The 
insult of calling something or someone ‘effeminate’, and the changing targets 
to which it is applied, illustrates the point. 

Beneath this way of presenting dualisms, gender, science and medicine as 
forms of culture, lie a set of assumptions about how societies work, or rather 
models of social formations that I have found particularly congenial. The 
interest in boundaries, in the use of nature as an authoritative norm, and in the 
role of category distinctions in generating social order, derives from early 
exposure to the writings of Mary Douglas, who exercised great influence on 
historians and philosophers of science in the 1970s. There have been heated 
theoretical debates about the value and significance of her work, especially 
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among philosophers of science. For historians the question has been whether 
her ideas help us to do historical business. Some have applied her ideas quite 
rigorously, I have not. Her writings are accessible, containing frameworks that 
she invited readers to apply to other contexts."” Mental frameworks — for that 
is what has interested Douglas — became important for at least some groups 
of historians as a result of a number of intellectual trends, such as the impact 
of the Axnales school, general anthropological interest in belief systems, the 
dissemination of psychological and psychoanalytic ideas, the growth of cultural 
studies and media studies and the interest in critical methods beyond the con- 
fines of literary criticism, art history and philosophy. These are the very trends 
that have made cultural history important.” 

The interest in mental frameworks has helped to expand the range of sources 
and topics available to scholars in the humanities. After all, traces of culture are 
present in everything. It is particularly striking that images have ceased to be 
the province of art historians, becoming much more integrated into a wide 
variety of historical practices. The point also applies to photography and film. 
While such integration is desirable, precisely because it serves to widen the 
scope of history writing, there are problems associated with it.’* There is an 
unfortunate tendency to treat images as transparent, as windows onto other 
worlds, which, in effect, minimises or denies the cultural effort that goes into the 
creation of any artefact. Equally problematic, although more philosophically 
taxing, is the question of how applicable methods developed for the analysis 
of words are to visual materials. Many scholars have assumed that they are, with 
the result that whatever may be distinctive about visual experience is neglected 
and the issue of precisely what differentiates words and images is ignored. 
Since I place considerable weight in some of the essays on visual evidence, it 
is vital to assess how apt the approaches I have discussed so far are in relation 
to images, which have until recently been dealt with by distinct intellectual 
traditions, above all, by art history. 

‘Art’, like ‘science’, carries an aura, confers status, and is implicitly norma- 
tive. For most of those who have a scholarly investment in art, anything cannot 
count as art. For this reason, the term ‘visual culture’ is often preferred now, 
since it implies fewer value judgements, gives prominence to the varied nature 
of visual experience at any given historical moment, and expresses a prefer- 
ence for placing images in context rather than in pedigrees. It affirms that 
ways of seeing are historically specific, that there exists, to use Baxandall’s term, 
a ‘period eye’.’* ‘Visual culture’ signals, in fact, an integration of history and 
art history.'* As it happens, only a tiny proportion of the pictures I discuss are 
‘high’ art, but no matter what aesthetic quality an image is deemed to possess, 
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I seek to analyse it as a historically specific artefact, just like a text in some 
ways, in being both dense with meaning and capable of acting as a mediator. 
Thus, the approach I have sketched in is indeed appropriate to visual evidence 
in that it stresses responding to a whole cultural product rather than formal 
analysis. While we obviously need to know what specific visual symbols con- 
ventionally mean, iconography by itself is not enough. Partly it is insufficient 
because images, like texts, are so obviously parts of conversations in which 
many constituencies take part. Biographical information and detailed accounts 
of how an image is produced may be tremendously informative, but I em- 
phasise its cultural life — the way in which it taps into trends, amplifies or 
contests them. This is why conversation seems an apt model; the interacting 
participants are of many different kinds, while each medium or genre will have 
special contributions to make. Several chapters offer such an argument; they 
present at least two very different perspectives on the same theme, which are 
dynamically shaped by the existence of the other side: man-midwifery/anti 
man-midwifery, transformism/natural theology, the Enlightenment/the authori- 
tarian response. ‘The conversational form applies to pictures as well as to words, 
which are so often responding to, engaging with each other. 

There is no denying, however, the existence of significant differences 
between words and images. Yet, for my purposes here those differences are 
less important than their shared themes and preoccupations. Nonetheless, the 
fact that a picture can be viewed at a glance, that it can play in that moment 
with bizarre quirky ideas without discursive excess is significant. There is, so far 
as I know, no written equivalent to the extraordinary late eighteenth-century 
print Nature Display'd from which this volume takes its title (see plate 1, p. 11). 
A visual image may also possess its own distinctive way of expressing a com- 
plex idea — a straight line dividing human figures and faces, for example (see 
plates 2, 3, 6, 7, pp. 24, 26, 30, 31). A significant proportion of the images | 
use ate prints: book illustrations, free-standing prints or based on a painting or 
drawing. This is not at all surprising given the changes in the nature and 
volume of publications in the period.’” Many were designed to reach a wider 
audience, made up partly of professional people, often the peers of the authors 
and image makers, but also of literate and potentially more Enlightened classes, 
whose behaviour was capable of being moulded. Only a small proportion of 
medical and scientific books was illustrated, of course, and those with the most 
elaborate illustrations were within reach of limited numbers only. Nonetheless, 
the images that made documentary claims, even if they circulated in a limited 
fashion, were significant because they promised a fresh, authoritative view of 
nature, as, of course, did verbal descriptions of physical phenomena." Satirical 
prints, which were probably more widely seen, indicate some of the more 
sceptical reactions to medical, scientific and gender issues.'’ Some of the 
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PLATE 1. Anon., [James Gillray/, Nature display’d, shewing the Effect of the Change of 
the Seasons on the Ladies Garden, 1797, engraving, Wellcome Institute Library, London. 


images mentioned started life as portraits and only became generalised through 
the titles they acquired in print form. From them we can gather something 
about how idealisations functioned, since in turning named persons into, for 
example, ‘Nature’, an elevation was involved from ordinary existence to an 
abstract idea with normative connotations." 

Whether in the form of pictures or words, there are a lot of abstract ideas 
in this book: nature, health, life, death, creation, identity and so on. Such ideas 
do not belong to any one domain or discipline, either now or then. They had a 
general cultural currency even if they were also claimed as part of the expertise 
of specific occupational groupings. Yet different types of knowledge and of 
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subject matter had been distinguished for centuries, and in some cases these 
distinctions found institutional expression. Similarly, occupations were minutely 
differentiated and classified and the existence of specialised knowledge, of 
expertise was recognised, even if the idioms through which recognition was 
expressed were rather different from our own. Hence, the organisation of 
knowledge during this period has to be taken into account. ‘Organisation’ is 
perhaps too grand a word for what was a piecemeal and geographically diverse 
situation. Few standard definitions of intellectual fields were available in the 
eighteenth century. In relation to medicine, which was comparatively struc- 
tured, commentators differed in how they divided it up. There was no standard 
terminology even in universities, which mostly did not teach science in any- 
thing like the modern sense, and indeed disciplinary nomenclature was chang- 
ing fast. In the period covered by the book the term ‘biology’ was coined and 
a number of specialist societies emerged to serve specific scientific disciplines 
(geology, mineralogy) rather than natural knowledge in general, which is what 
the Royal Society of London had done since the middle of the seventeenth 
century. In France there was more structure because the various Academies, 
which enjoyed state support, were organised by subject sections, and hence 
such divisions became more integrated into scientific and medical ways of 
life. Yet self-consciously modern, reformist institutions, such as the Royal 
Institution, London, founded in 1799, continued to offer lectures on ‘natural 
philosophy’ well into the nineteenth century.” 

Of particular relevance to models of knowledge were periodicals and ency- 
clopedias, which possessed two significant features. First, they gave expression 
to the widespread conviction that knowledge was growing and improving at an 
unprecedented rate and hence needed to be organised into manageable bits, 
and second, they responded to the desire of the literate classes to know as 
much as possible about the world in general. The first suggests a trend towards 
specialisation, the second the persistence of a common culture for those who 
could read and write. It seems that there was a fairly widespread sense that 
the nature and organisation of knowledge was in transition. It is significant that 
the period witnessed a number of attempts to develop systems for classifying 
knowledge, and to use visual models, such as the tree of knowledge in the 
Encyclopédie, to express the changing relationships between fields. This indicates 
both a utopian drive to make information widely accessible and a dawning 
awareness that there was already more than any person could grasp, hence the 
need to present an overall picture of knowledge, indeed to find ways of man- 
aging, if not reconciling, these two trends.” 

That the organisation of natural knowledge was clearly in flux perhaps ac- 
counts for the importance of certain other aspects of scientific and medical 
culture of the period. Although some people placed an emphasis on where 


19. Rousseau and Porter, 1980; Hahn, 1971; Berman, 1978; Morrell and Thackray, 1981; Corsi, 1988; 
Olby ef a/., 1990, chs 63 and 64; Gillispie, 1980; Jardine, Secord and Spary, 1996, ch. 8 (by Roche); Whitley, 
1984. 

20. Shortland and Yeo, 1996, ch. 5 (by Yeo); Yeo, 1991; Darnton, 1984, ch. 5; Lefanu, 1984; Bynum, Lock 
and Porter, 1992; Kronick, 1991; Gascoigne, 1985. 
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knowledge had been generated, they were far more interested in how it was gen- 
erated and by whom. It is a commonplace of historical writings on eighteenth- 
century science and medicine that there was an exceptional preoccupation with 
epistemology, that is, with theories of knowledge. The philosophical debates 
were complex, and when contradictory observations were made or divergent 
results were obtained from experiments, intricate arguments ensued, but by 
and large those who saw themselves as knowledge-creators consistently stressed 
careful empirical work and the meticulous application of reasoned arguments. 
While inevitably differences of detailed interpretation constantly arose, the broad 
contours of how reliable knowledge was to be produced were generally agreed 
upon. One result was that many people, not just metropolitan elites, but all 
those able to make fresh first-hand observations, claimed to be producing such 
knowledge. The reliability and trustworthiness of these individuals — travellers, 
naturalists and provincial practitioners — were accordingly extremely important, 
and this is why portraiture and biography arose as important genres within 
natural knowledge and medicine in this period; they provided evidence of an 
individual’s character, behaviour and reputation. Hence, identity — an awareness 
of possessing and being shaped by recognised social values and roles — was an 
important issue. Identity-formation was as crucial for individuals as it was for 
groups, and in both cases identities were forged in dynamic interaction with 
others. Doctors, for instance, saw themselves as mot quacks and not midwives, and 
defined themselves in more subtle ways in relation to their patients depending 
on the latter’s wealth, status and gender.” A range of social constituencies was 
involved in the identity construction of writers examined in the book, for 
example, the state, the populace and active citizens in the case of reformers, 
hubristic over-reachers for writers such as Mary Shelley, the anarchic mob 
for commentators such as Chateaubriand, members of families for medical 
reformers and so on. I am assuming here, first, that those who produced know- 
ledge paid particular attention to questions of identity, and second, that not 
only recognised professionals made claims to knowledge. It was not just those 
we retrospectively designate ‘scientists’ whose findings aspired to and enjoyed 
authority. When anyone asserted that nature was on their side, that palpable con- 
sequences followed from their specific views of nature’s powers and authority, 
‘knowledge’ was being claimed. In the process, students and teachers of nature 
constructed their identities. Image-makers fully participated in these processes 
of individual and group self-definition; they too had a stake in the nature and 
sources of legitimate knowledge. 

In Nature Displayed 1 assume the importance of what can be called ‘cultural 
effort — the work that is done in the mind, the processes that go on between 
the ears. Such work is commonly prompted by cultural stimuli that are troub- 
ling, unfamiliar, or potentially subversive. The points I have just made about 
identity construction exemplify the approach. In Frankenstein Mary Shelley tapped 
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into and explored a widespread anxiety of her time, namely that those who 
sought knowledge of nature were prone to be melancholic, obsessive and 
introverted. The perceived crises of scientific and medical identity were not 
dealt with by the forms of action that are now conventional, such as lobby- 
ing, caucusing and so on, although these were just beginning to occur, but by 
distinctively cultural responses — writing and image-making. This is just as true 
of those who were critical of scientific and medical activities as of those who 
undertook them. The furious laymen who attacked man-midwifery did not 
raise funds for law suits against them, start schools for female midwives, or 
offer grants for births attended by women; they wrote and made prints, and 
thereby expressed, shaped and cultivated emotional reactions. From the nature 
and intensity of their responses we can infer the kinds of cultural management 
and psychic energy involved, and place them in the context of other related 
activities. Thus, for example, critical responses to the theories of William and 
John Hunter on the structure and function of the placenta reveal a great deal 
about the nature of their authority and the manner in which their intellectual 
claims were resisted. 

It is obvious, at one level, that satire is precisely such historically-revealing 
cultural effort. But all too often it is read by historians as a transparent criticism 
of what was actually done rather than as a complex representation in its own 
right. The many satires on medical practitioners of the later eighteenth century 
tell us not what such practitioners really did but how they were perceived and 
where they touched collective sores. Their function was to transform and re- 
present their makers’ responses and to do so in a form that would be instantly 
comprehensible to contemporaries. These processes require cultural effort, which 
takes many forms. Authors frequently internalised potential criticisms and then 
wrote in such a way as to pre-empt or to delegitimate them, as Tissot did at 
the beginning of his famous treatise on masturbation — this too is an example 
of cultural effort. I find the phrase helpful for two further reasons. First, it 
helps to maintain a focus on the place where cultural effort is most manifest 
— the texts and images themselves. Thomas Crow’s recent book Ewu/ation, an 
examination of the work of Jacques-Louis David and his pupils, is to my mind 
an exceptionally interesting example of just this approach. In a study that is 
particularly pertinent not just to the period but to loose homosocial groupings 
— the setting in which most natural knowledge and medicine as well as art was 
produced — Crow suggests that crises of authority, fatherhood and masculinity 
were worked through in the works of art themselves.“ Second, the phrase 
‘cultural effort’ serves as a reminder that, if much complex work is going on 
in the head, it is as likely to be shaped by emotion as by reason, by unconscious 
as by conscious processes. Indeed it suggests there are no easy separations to 
be made between form and content, between argument and affect, between ex- 
plicit and implicit claims. In other words, ‘cultural effort’ stands for an approach 
well suited to the elusive but powerful intertwinings of science, medicine and 
gender, intertwinings that are above all in the domain of culture. 
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The essays that follow were written between 1980 and 1997, and in that time 
the fields with which I have been most closely concerned have changed dram- 
atically, as has the nature of my involvement with them. For most of that 
time I was working in departments of history, and teaching interdisciplinary 
courses, usually in collaboration with colleagues from sociology, philosophy, 
literature and art history. Now I work with anthropologists, archaeologists and 
att historians teaching courses around visual and material culture. My parent 
discipline, history and philosophy of science, has also changed markedly over 
the last two decades — cultural phenomena now play a considerably greater 
role, for example, and there have been real attempts to write at a level access- 
ible to undergraduates and a general public, and hence to present a bigger 
picture of the history of science especially.” Historians of science, too, are 
becoming increasingly conscious of their relationships with the discipline of 
history, although the real bridge building is only beginning. This has occurred 
faster in the case of the history of medicine, partly because it has proved much 
easier to integrate medical history into the historical curriculum, where there 
is considerable student demand for the subject, and partly because in Britain 
the Wellcome Trust has funded a significant number of posts for historians of 
medicine, many of which are in history departments. ‘The materials I use can 
be presented under a number of disciplinary labels; they also shed light on a 
number of different intellectual issues and approaches. 

The history of science and the history of medicine possess different learned 
societies, journals and funding arrangements. Furthermore, they may be distin- 
guished on intellectual grounds — science and medicine are distinct enterprises 
and each has its own history. Precision in such matters, as in the names we 
use to divide up fields of knowledge in a period without modern disciplinary 
categories, is vital. At the same time, there were considerable overlaps between 
the two in the period 1760 to 1820. We can illustrate the point by noting the 
intellectual affinities between Lamarck and Cabanis — the former was a natur- 
alist, the latter medically qualified, although by no means a full-time or totally 
dedicated practitioner. Yet they had considerable interests in common, a pat- 
tern we find everywhere at the time. Two related features serve to distinguish 
science and medicine at that particular historical moment. First, medicine was 
primarily a form of practice, involving complex social negotiations between 
many different kinds of practitioners and equally diverse types of patients. 
Quite rightly, social historians wish to emphasise the importance, intricacy and 
historical specificity of these relationships.“ I have not focused on medical 
practice here and mention it in order to place in context a particular way of 
thinking about health and about collectivities. Second, even if there was con- 
siderable geographical variation in their nature, medicine had its own institu- 
tions, from hospitals and medical schools to medical societies and dispensaries. 
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There were numerous niches available to the medically trained, not only in 
these institutions (and in ‘private’ practice), but also in prisons, philanthropic 
organisations, poor law institutions, local government, military, naval and 
colonial structures and so on. Relatively few such opportunities were available 
to ‘scientists’, and those that existed were in ‘applied’ science. These are im- 
portant differences, but my concern has been with medical mentalities, and 
specifically with models of bodily phenomena, as well as with ideas about 
health. From that perspective, the picture looks rather different, with the 
affinities between ‘science’ and medicine predominating, 

For a number of historians, medicine constituted a kind of common culture 
in the eighteenth century, with medical matters being widely debated and not 
only in medical circles, while literate laymen expected to, and did, converse 
with practitioners, sometimes on equal terms and sometimes as one educated 
person to another with special expertise but lacking absolute authority.” Physical 
well-being, illness and healing touched everyone. Furthermore, health was at the 
same time a central metaphor for social reform, and, as a matter of immediate 
importance to all, a significant element in debates that went far beyond the 
medical strictly speaking. Thus health, an ideal, was also a particular kind of icon 
in the period. By that token, it was a cultural commodity, traded far beyond the 
confines of medicine. Its aura dertved from its strong associations with nature 
— health was the natural, that is the normal and desirable state of affairs, and 
was to be achieved through an understanding of nature and an ability to follow 
her precepts. Hygeia and Nature walked hand in hand.” 

The materials available for examining the construction and representation 
of relationships in nature, for trying to understand thinking about gender and 
authority in the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are extraordin- 
atily rich. This richness is only just beginning to be appreciated — it demands 
a historiography which foregrounds cultural complexities. Yet there are many 
different ways of doing this, just as the materials themselves can be used in a 
vatiety of ways. Indeed, the following chapters were written within a number 
of different frameworks and I make no attempt to conceal that fact. For 
example, two chapters derive from an interest in science and literature, a fast- 
growing field, now quite substantial in size, especially in the United States, 
although this was not yet the case in the mid-1980s. At that time ‘science and 
literature’ was a novel and permissive framework that encouraged scholars, 
especially in the history of science, to open up questions about the nature of 
writing, the role of metaphor, the cultural reach of ideas in science. In fact, 
of coutse, it was not particularly new — we only have to think of the work of 
Marjorie Hope Nicolson to see that — but it felt like a fresh invitation.’ ‘Sci- 
ence and literature’ offered something rather different to literary critics, for 
whom it was a permit to examine writings not previously within a conventional 
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literary canon and to take their methods to new subject areas. One of these 
chapters also examines the theme of popularisation, a topic not much written 
about by historians of science and medicine at the time.” Priority had been 
given to texts that were authoritative, innovative in terms of content, and 
intellectually muscular, and quite specific assumptions had been made about 
the relationships between so-called elite and popular science, which it was 
important to challenge. 

I have mentioned that the essays in Nature Displayed originated in a number 
of different debates, and that this diversity partly reflects broader changes in 
academic styles and preoccupations. It is inevitable that such changes take 
place. However, it is all too easy to see new approaches as already obsolete and 
dull even while they are in the process of becoming accepted. I fully grant the 
excitement that novelty brings, but, for a number of reasons, I do not want 
to see older frameworks simply marginalised. Keeping them alive is a way of 
remembering the history of our disciplines and of relations between them, and 
that is, in its most positive sense, a valuable heritage. Such a historical perspect- 
ive also yields insights into how analytical vocabularies shift and the distinct 
insights they permit. For example, ‘Policing Public Health’ was written under 
the influence of the revitalised social history of the 1970s. This renaissance has 
been of lasting importance, so it is worth keeping in mind what it has offered 
to historical practice over the last two decades and its intellectual ancestry.” I 
have not sought to conceal or suppress changing approaches and attitudes in 
my essays. Neither, however, have I sought to emphasise change — the essays 
ate arranged thematically rather than in their order of composition, which 
makes sense in the light of my earlier comments about the propensity towards 
revisiting themes, figures, sources. 

Finally, I turn to the themes of interdisciplinarity and eclecticism. The 
chapters that follow are interdisciplinary in two specific senses. First, they 
use materials conventionally associated with a number of different disciplines. 
Second, they draw upon insights, approaches and frameworks derived from 
distinct academic fields. We could put the point differently by saying the essays 
are eclectic, which suggests almost a randomness, and a lack of guiding vision, 
whereas to call them inter-disciplinary suggests a breaking-down of arbitrary 
boundaries. Neither formulation works for me. There ts a certain accidental 
quality to any scholarship; serendipity is a powerful force, especially when one 
engages open-endedly with materials that are relatively little known. Let us not 
endow interdisciplinary work with a false heroism, it is simply how some 
people’s minds function, and it is supported, in this case at least, by the sources 
themselves. I prefer to call what I do cultural history, with an emphasis on 
ideas. The shape of Nature Displayed has been determined far more by the 
appeal of particular themes, historical moments, and delicious conjunctions 
than by any self-conscious anti-disciplinary project. Given a commitment to 


28. Porter, 1992; Shortland and Yeo, 1996, chs 6 and 7 (by Cantor and Vicinus); Shinn and Whitley, 1985. 
29, The journals Socal History and History Workshop Journal not only reveal directly changes tn social 
history, but also contain many reflexive pieces; Wilson, 1993. 
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gender, to cultural history, to a given period, and to scientific and medical ideas, 
then a particular kind of writing is likely to result. Necessarily this book has its 
idiosyncrasies, but I hope it explores some significant issues, both methodo- 
logical and substantive, concerning nature, knowledge and gender between 


roughly 1760 and 1820. 
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PART I 


NATURAL POLARITIES 


Nature is a forceful, ever-present figure in Part 1. Since it is not possible to tie 
down what is meant by ‘nature’, its possible meanings and associations must be 
allowed to emerge from a variety of texts and images. However, a common 
thread in all these possibilities is that nature generates norms and thereby 
participates in moral polarities. Hence moral firmness was combined with 
semantic instability. What is good and natural was contrasted with what is bad 
and un-natural, and almost anything could go on either side of the equation. ‘The 
pervasiveness of nature and its capacity to express moral oppositions accounts 
in part for its kinship with gender, a term which implies a special kind of duality. 
All dualisms are concerned with the simultaneous affinities and distinctions 
between their constituent terms and, as a result, they mediate ambivalence. 
Masculine and feminine ate powerful, complex ideas, which do important cultural 
work, as indeed do nature, creation, production, authority and the other con- 
cepts discussed in Part 1. 

If the essays that concern ‘Natural Polarities’ share major themes, it is im- 
portant to recognise that they were written originally within quite distinct 
problematics. ‘Feminine Figures’ started with a set of questions about how 
nature was personified as female during the Enlightenment and it seeks to 
recognise that such questions are necessarily elusive, while also showing their 
relevance to social practices, such as the management of childbirth. “Nature’s 
Powers’ was shaped by a desire to recast the history of evolutionary ideas into 
a more cultural-historical mode. It was therefore initially designed to address 
issues in the history of science, since evolution has been such a pivotal topic 
for the field, one furthermore in which the historiographical debates have been 
particularly intense. ‘Melancholy Reflection’ focuses on a single text, Frankenstein, 
which has become central for the recently constituted field of gender and 
science. The novel is often misinterpreted as a result of the still widespread 
wish to find unequivocal evidence of brute scientific power, and to demonstrate 
its gendered qualities. Hence Frankenstein has been read as an overt attack 
on masculinist science rather than as a general meditation upon the thirst for 
knowledge, the responsibilities of being a progenitor, and the kind of identity 
that is most appropriate for those with exceptional intellectual powers. “The 
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Authoritarian Response’ began life as a lecture in an interdisciplinary course on 
the Enlightenment; it concerns some extremely explosive dualities, forged during 
the French Revolution, an event often taken to mark the end of the Enlight- 
enment. These paired terms, which are related to the emotionally-charged con- 
trast between order and chaos, further intensified the stakes in the big concepts 
of the day. Nature was certainly one such concept. The result was oppositions 
of extraordinary violence — cannibalism versus civilisation, for instance. 

Taken together, then, these four essays explore a number of moralised dual- 
isms in which some of the complexities of ‘nature’ have revealed themselves, 
often, but not always, through their engendering. 
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CHAPTER TWO 


Feminine Figures: Nature Display’d 


In 1797 a bizarre print was published by Hannah Humphrey, entitled Nature 
Displayd, shewing the Effect of the Change of the Seasons on the Ladies Garden (see 
plate 1, p. 11). There is no top and no bottom — the image can be viewed 
equally well from four different angles. The reference to the ‘ladies garden’ — 
‘garden’ was humorous slang for women’s sexual parts — was intended to be if 
not exactly obscene at least titillating and would have been familiar to contempo- 
raries. Thus these weird, incomplete female figures were associated with sexual 
pleasure. The four torsos meet in a zone marked with the words ‘thunder, 
lightning, wind, rain’, a zone that is around the lower abdomen of all figures; 
this feature serves to mitigate the immediate sense that nature and women are 
simply being associated with pleasure, since the words suggest changeability, 
unpredictability, and potential explosiveness. The figures have no heads and no 
legs. Instead of heads, three have plants sprouting from their necks; instead of 
legs they all have climatic conditions. The three plant-women present images 
and ideas that obviously reinforce familiar associations between femininity, 
sexuality, procreation, nature, plants, flowers and fruit. Winter, however, has a 
chimney pot for a head and ‘hot house’ written across her breasts. Hot houses 
ate where plants are grown out of season or in otherwise unsuitable environ- 
ments. They are artificial contraptions for what is, at other times and places, 
done naturally. It is possible that in referring to hot houses the print-maker had 
in mind the themes of fashion, self-indulgence, luxury and vanity that were a 
staple of eighteenth-century satirical idioms, particularly in relation to women. 
No matter how the detail of the print is to be interpreted, both the strong 
affinity between ideas of femininity and ideas of nature, as well as the ambival- 
ence of such affinities, are evident. These female figures are associated with 
sexuality and reproduction as natural functions, with plants and gardens as areas 
metaphorically yoked to them, and with the regular, repeated rhythms of nature, 
the seasons. Overall, the print suggests that women’s bodies are simultaneously 
erotic and troubling, and resolutely in the domain of nature.’ 


1. Partridge, 1961, p. 316. Nature Displayd was produced by Hannah Humphrey, a well-known print-seller 


with close associations with James Gillray: indeed, there has been some suggestion that this print was by 
Gillray himself, see Gillray, 1968, where Nature Displayd is among the so-called ‘suppressed plates’; and also 
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Nature Displayd contains two themes I explore in this chapter — the complex 
eighteenth-century engagement with nature and the intricate interplay between 
femininity and nature, which was possible because the use of the female body 
to express a wide range of abstract ideas had been thoroughly conventional- 
ised. Nature was a moral category of considerable weight available for and 
well suited to the expression of tensions concerning gender. The claim that 
an individual woman was or women in general were wanatural was particularly 
effective rhetorically and mobilised a powerful sense of opprobrium. Further- 
more, because abstract ideas, such as virtues and vices, were often personified 
in female form, while actual women were frequently portrayed as someone or 
something else (Hebe, a Vestal Virgin, Nature, Justice), numerous opportunities 
existed for exploring the gendering of urgent contemporary moral matters. 
Female figures were fluid and adaptable. This was difficult territory, however, 
because of the gap between women and female bodies on the one hand and 
the abstractions with which they were associated on the other. What served as 
the bridge? At a formal level, myth, history, long-used symbols and rhetorical 
figures served this purpose, but a degree of instability was nonetheless un- 
avoidable. Despite the existence of conventions, it remained underdetermined 
how interpretation was to be performed, and hence uncertainty existed. The 
more formulaic the ways of filling the gap, the less uncertainty and the 
more stability there was. However, such formulae can also appear stilted and 
mechanical. The meanings of femininity and its kindred abstractions, although 
also shaped by custom, were similarly underdetermined, partly because there 
wete simply so many possibilities. For viewers or readers to find particular 
associations apt at any given historical moment, symbols and so on had to be 
adapted and changed — pure convention was not enough to keep them fresh. 
Part of the pressure for change came from shifting presuppositions about 
gender, which allegory and personification helped to manage and clarify. 
‘Nature’ was also subject to change. Both nature and gender altered because 
the practices that enlivened them were in flux and because new practices came 
into being that placed strain on existing representations and emotional con- 
figurations. When named women were presented as something else the poss- 
ible slippages, the potential for ambiguity, were enhanced. In linking nature with 
feminine figures, attention could also be drawn to the fragility of gender roles, 
to the troubling implications of moving between identifiable persons, Woman 
and women, and to the need for clear boundaries, which appeared so elusive.” 


Hill, 1976; Donald, 1996, esp. pp. 3-4, 32-3, which includes plates of many of Humphrey’s prints; Robinson, 
1996. Samuel Fores, to be discussed shortly, was also prominent in the world of prints, as Donald and 
Robinson make clear. Nature Display'd is discussed in George, 1942, vol. 7, p. 395, where it is also attributed 
to Gillray. It is possible to search the Wellcome Iconographic Collections by keywords, such as nature. I have 
examined a significant proportion of their relevant eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century holdings. Many 
secondary works on nature and gender are cited elsewhere in the book. See also the references in Hlich, 1983, 
and the bibliographies in Jordanova, 1986b and Jordanova and Porter, 1997. 

2. Warner, 1985; Abrams, 1993, entries for Allegory, Figurative Language and Symbol. He draws atten- 
tion to criticisms of allegory in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as rigid, arbitrary and 
limited, pp. 207-8; Chapin, 1955. See also Agulhon, 1981; Pointon, 1997, ch. 5; Perry and Rossington, 1994, 
pp. 18-40; Woodall, 1997, ch. 2 (by Nicholson); Davis and Farge, 1993, esp. ch. 7; MacQueen, 1970. 
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Nowhere were these features more evident than in the passionate debates 
about man-midwifery during the eighteenth century.” The passion was gener- 
ated by the increase in the numbers of men attending and seeking to attend 
normal birth and by the advent of the forceps — these were linked shifts that 
wete petceived by some to threaten the modesty of mothers and the liveli- 
hoods of female midwives alike. The angry arguments that ensued have often 
been misunderstood because the attacks upon female and male midwives have 
been taken at face value, that is, they have been deemed to possess descriptive 
qualities, rather than being responses with their own emotional and political 
logic for which the conduct of childbirth was the trigger and conduit. Thus, 
although the attack on man-midwifery was a distinctive, even unique cultural 
episode, it can shed considerable light on more general patterns pertaining to 
the representation of female figures — the wife, the mother, the midwife and 
Nature herself. I am not claiming that diatribes against the presence of men in 
the birthing room bear no relation to changes in midwifery over the eighteenth 
century, but I am suggesting that a search for their truthfulness is misguided. 
I wish to place them in a different context — a broad cultural arena in which 
nature and feminine figures were playing off each other, where the moral and 
political stakes were felt to be phenomenally high. 

The eighteenth-century midwifery debates in Britain produced one extremely 
striking image, often reproduced but rarely analysed, which gave dramatic 
expression to the need for clear, ‘natural’ gender boundaries (see plate 2, p. 24). 
This image was used as both advertisement and frontispiece for $.W. Fores’s 
Man-Midwifery Dissected; or, The Obstetric Family Instructor. For the Use of Both Sexes. 
Containing a Display of the Management of every Class of labour by Men and Boy Mid- 
Wives; also of their cunning, indecent and cruel practices. Instructions to Flusbands how to 
counteract them. A Plan for the Complete Instruction of Women who possess promising 
talents, in order to supercede Male-practice. Various Arguments and Quotations, proving, that 
Man-miduifery is a personal, domestic and a national Evil. Fores was a well-known 
print maker and he published this work under the name John Blunt. Given that 
it appeared in 1793, it is reasonable to-assume that its heightened rhetoric 
gained force from contemporary political events in France — man-midwifery 
was strongly identified with everything French by its critics — and from a 
growing conservatism in Britain over the 1790s. Yet the basic themes and the 
intensity of affect had been present in writings on this subject for most of 
the second half of the century. In this light, the image becomes even more 
interesting since its venom is not carried in the figure or directly in visual detail, 
as it is in the Rowlandson cartoon of 1811, which depicts a huge, coarse, old 
woman carrying a bottle.* Her body is intended to repulse, whereas the figure 
in this frontispiece is undistorted. Rowlandson’s image contains, I believe, the 
implication that feminine figures are ideally attractive — ones that are repulsive 


3. Wilson, 1995; Bynum and Porter, 1985, part 3; Donnison, 1977; Roberts, 1993; Marland, 1993; Porter, 
1987a; Gelis, 1984 and 1988. 

4. This image is in the Wellcome collections, used on the back cover of Donnison’s 1977 book, but 
not usually reproduced in books on Rowlandson. On Rowlandson, see Paulson, 1972 and Donald, 1996, esp. 


ch. 4. 
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Fie Mike 


PLATE 2. John Blunt [Samuel Fores], A Man-Mid-Wife, from his Man-Midwifery 
Dissected, frontispiece, 1793, hand-coloured etching, Wellcome Institute Library, London. The 
caption reads: ‘A man-mid-wife or a newly discoverd animal, not Known in Buffon’s time; for a 
more full descréptzon of this Monster, seé, an ingenious book, lately published price 3/6 entitled, 
Man-Midwifery dissected, containing a Variety of well authenticated cases elucidating this animals 
Propensities to crudity ¢ indecency sold by the publisher of this Print who has presented the 
Author with the Above for a Frontispiece to his Book’. 
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constitute a kind of moral and aesthetic offence. Fores’s image, by contrast, 
expresses its outrage in three other ways: the words, the abstract idea of the 
straight line cutting through, that is, dissecting a body, and by assuming and 
deploying general knowledge of contemporary cultures of midwifery. On one 
side of the sharp divide is the male practitioner, and his dubious activities are 
revealed in the forceps, instruments and potions that suggest violent, interven- 
tionist practice and questionable morals, since the medicines, on a shelf marked 
‘for my own use’, were associated with the treatment of venereal disease. One 
bottle is marked ‘love water’, implying that the man-midwife sought ‘to stimulate 
sexual desite in his patients’.” On the other side of the vertical line is the female 
fioure, with few accoutrements at all, and the setting with its fireplace is clearly 
homely, in contrast to the male side, which suggests a shop or workroom. 
Physically speaking the figures are perfectly matched — the same face, the same 
height and build. There is absolutely no trace of distortion in the face or body, 
the line down the middle carries all the visual weight of the image. It is evident 
that Fores wants to play upon the ‘mid’ in midwife, since the word is positioned 
directly below the line, and from this basis he elaborates the idea that a man- 
midwife is and ought to be a contradiction in terms, an inappropriate, unnatural 
mixture of incompatible elements. 

The script reads, ‘A man-mid-wife or a newly discover’d animal, not Known 
in Buffon’s time; for a more full description of this Monster, see, an ingenious 
book, lately published price 3/6 entitled, Man-Midwifery dissected, containing 
a Variety of well authenticated cases elucidating this animals Propensities to 
ctudity and indecency sold by the publisher of the Print who has presented 
the Author with the Above for a Frontispiece to his Book’. So, the writing 
contains an open intensity and hatred that can inferred from the image but 
is not immediately apparent in it. A number of words are used that were 
frequent triggers for intense rage at that time — monster, animal, crudity, 
indecency. 

The apparently cool abstraction of the straight line, especially when coupled 
with such intense emotions, is intriguing.° A number of prints from about 1760 
onwards used the device of a vertical line to express a moral polarity. What 
they share is giving visual form to a dualism. Fores was after all a print maker 
and publisher, and I surmise that the image most akin to his frontispiece was 
known to him. Cheek by Joul or the Mask (see plate 3, p. 26) is an anonymous 
print of 1784 showing a face, divided by a straight line into male and female 
halves and accompanied by a verse. The print refers to the political campaign- 
ing in that year by Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire on behalf of Charles 
James Fox. There are some striking similarities between the two prints in that 
they share a basic idea: mixing the sexes, who ought to be kept distinct, 1s 
unacceptable. The dividing line down the middle stands for gender distinctions. 
But in this case the faces do not match up perfectly, and that is precisely the 


5. Donnison, 1977, caption to plate 3. 
6. Cazort, Cornell and Robertson, 1996, pp. 25 and 27; The Ouick and the Dead (1997). ‘Half and half’ 


waxes also existed. 
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PLATE 3. Anon., Cheek by Joul or the Mask, 1784, engraving, © The British Museum, 


London. This is just one example of the many prints which attacked the involvement of 
Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire with the political campaigning of Charles James Fox. 
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point. Her elegant visage and elaborate hair do not fit with his larger, cruder 
face, fat chin, and darker simpler hair. As the verse put it: 


Two faces here in one you see design’d, 

Each strongly mark’d declares the inward mind, 
One seems ambitious of a daring soul, 

The other soft the passions to controul. 

One rough & virulent, th’other fair and free, 
With looks that promise sensibility. 

When such as these in harmony unite, 

The contrast surely must amaze the sight.’ 


The verse is considerably less forceful than the words on Fores’s print, but the 
overall pattern is similar. The body remains undistorted, the visual effect is 
achieved by the straight line and the words supply the moral lesson. Cheek by 
Joul focuses on the face, and the verse uses appropriate ideas, such as the face 
being the index of the mind, whereas Fores has used the whole figure, sug- 
gesting perhaps that he is criticising social roles in their entirety. The most 
important feature shared by the two images is their appeal to the naturalness 
of gender differences. According to Colley, ‘it was the unnaturalness of female 
participation in the public sphere that the cartoonists returned to again and agair’. 
For her the print shows ‘that their alliance was irregular, even monstrous’, ‘the 
split... was simply too great for fusion between them to be possible’.’ Both 
images, then, reveal the force behind accusations of unnatural gender behaviour, 
and, in both cases, accusations of sexual impropriety were made. However, 
there is a subtle but significant difference in the way in which they present 
gender roles. In Fores’s image, the two halves are identical except for the fact 
that one is in male, the other in female clothing, The implication is that viewers, 
like those who patronise men-midwives, could easily be deceived. Thus the 
‘truth’ about gender distinctions and their consequences can be concealed, and 
requires writers like Fores to expose them. There is no confusion between the 
woman and the man in Cheek by Joul, the print appeals to the viewer to notice 
the obvious differences between men and women and. respond accordingly. 
The idea of the bisected figure had political currency in the 1790s, as we can 
see from its use in relation to Edmund Burke as a means of mocking his 
political inconsistencies. Satirists found a number of ways of expressing Burke’s 
fickleness in visual form, and on the first day of 1793 an image appeared that 
beats striking similarities to Man-Midwifery Dissected. Two aspects of Burke, clothed 
entirely differently and divided by a straight line, display The Shifting Orator, who 
makes two different speeches and has two subtitles to illustrate his polarised 
positions.” The figure is crudely drawn and there are no contrasting settings as 
in Fores’s print, but this image of Burke suggests that other moral polarities 
were handled in a similar way to those surrounding midwifery, and it conveys 


7. Colley, 1992, p. 247, plate 55. 
8. Ibid., pp. 245, 246. 
9. Robinson, 1996, pp. 164-5. 
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PLATE 4. Anon., [Thomas Rowlandson], The Contrast 1792 Which ts Best, 7792, 
hand-coloured etching, after Lord George Murray, © The British Museum, London. 


particularly effectively the fear of slippage, of instability between positions 
about which people needed to feel secure and clear. There is even a sense of 
there being rights to clear demarcations. 

In fact there were a number of ways in which the idea of sharp moral and 
political contrasts could be expressed visually. In the 1790s, for example, we 
find The Contrast 1792, which sets good British liberty next to bad French 
liberty (see plate 4, above), and 7he Blessings of Peace, [he Curses of War, 1795 (see 
plate 5, p. 29), which contrasts an image of domestic contentment (‘Such Brit- 
ain was!’) with a scene of devastation (‘Such Flanders, Spain, Holland, now 
is!’).'° Both prints contain contrasting scenes inside juxtaposed roundels, and 
bold lettering to achieve a heightened emotional effect. The Contrast personifies 
types of liberty in female forms: British liberty is a seated Britannia, calm, 
attractive, holding the scales of justice and watching a ship; French liberty is a 
hysterical hag, holding a head on a trident, and presiding over a scene of 
devastation. Below each roundel is a set of keywords, including ‘morality’, 
‘personal protection’ and ‘happiness’ for Britain, and ‘anarchy’, ‘murder’, and 
‘cruelty’ for France. It was precisely these contrasts, these excessive vocabular- 
ies that writers against man-midwifery drew upon, hoping for ready emotional 


10. Donald, 1996, pp. 152-7. On Rowlandson, see note 4; on Gillray, note 1. 
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PLATE 5. Anon., [ James Gillray/, The Blessings of Peace, The Curses of War, 7795, 
hand-coloured etching and aquatint, © The British Museum, London. 


transfers between politics and medicine. Furthermore, it is striking that the 
prints not only deploy contrasting images of womanhood, but also dramatise 
the threat that political events pose for the family. Zhe Blessings of Peace The 
Curses of War compates domestic happiness and intimacy with the death of the 
father, which leads to ‘desolation’. In effect, the importance of the family, and 
hence of women’s conduct, is elevated, endowed with national and inter- 
national significance, and viewers thereby become accustomed to moving 
between different registers and levels of generality. It is as if female figures 
are particularly effective in facilitating such moves, which depend on a kind of 
emotional blur, on gushes of sentiment that promiscuously blend diverse loves, 
identifications and relationships. 

It is not at all surprising that feminine figures were used in complex 
ways in writings about midwifery, given that the site of battle was both the 
mother’s body and the role of female midwives. But outside the medical con- 
text, moral polarities also appeared particularly sharp in relation to women. 
Take, for example, Life and Death contrasted — or, An Essay on Woman (see plate 6, 
p. 30), which also uses the harshness of a rigid line dividing a figure, but here 
the axis is time rather than gender. There is even a pendant, Death and Life 
contrasted — or, An Essay on Man (see plate 7, p. 31), which carries some of the 
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PLATE 6. Amon., Life and Death Contrasted — or, An Essay on Woman, not dated, 
¢.1760, hand-coloured etching, Wellcome Institute Library, London. 
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PLATE 7. Anon., Death and Life Contrasted — or, An Essay on Man, not dated, 
c.1760, etching, Wellcome Institute Library, London. There are many versions of these two 
images. This pair is the version printed and sold by Bowles and Carver. 
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same messages about vanity and the need to prepare for death.'* Yet the male 
version, set in a rural churchyard with a temple in the background, lacks the 
bite of the female one, which is stuffed with admonitory quotations. And we 
know that vanity was a theme customarily associated with the female figure, 
that women bore the brunt of satires on fashion, that they were excoriated for 
their preoccupation with worldly pleasures. The objects in the foreground of 
An Essay on Woman, catds, romances, and a book about gaming, suggest pre- 
cisely the widespread anxieties about women, frivolities and luxury that were 
present in Fores’s diatribe. Although it was widely assumed by moralists that 
everyone should attend to their spiritual well-being, there was a special frisson 
attached to the idea of Woman — imagined as young and beautiful — reduced 
first to a skeleton and then to dust. Possibly the print trades on ideas of unveil- 
ing women, which carried a charge I have attempted to analyse elsewhere, on 
the pleasures and perils of masks, and on the notion of naked truth, a harsh 
reality, generally personified as female.” 

The position taken up by Fores towards feminine figures was a complex 
one. He wanted to promote women as midwives, since this would protect the 
modesty of those giving birth, and in this he echoed female practitioners who 
defended their profession in the period.’ But his attitude to parturient women 
themselves is considerably more ambivalent. In tracing the historical develop- 
ment of man-midwifery, he naturally noted its French antecedents and blamed 
French women for being loose in allowing themselves to be delivered by men, 
and their husbands for not controlling them. He was also hostile to the practice 
of women getting together during a labour. Although he was advocating greater 
use of female midwives, he referred to their inexcusable ignorance, which was 
to be tackled by proper training. The implication is that women are impatient 
for quick labours, that men-midwives play on this, and then make the mothers 
feel something amazing has been achieved. It follows from all these points that 
women need others to manage their modesty, that distinctively feminine virtue, 
on their behalf, and that all women, mothers and midwives, need to be better 
informed. It is noteworthy that he did not deny the need for male intervention 
in a minute number of difficult cases. Although the husband is the key figure 
in the book, the person whose interests should be defended and who should 
rescue his wife from the danger of accoucheurs, Fores also felt ambivalent 
about men: ‘those pusillanimous husbands who feel themselves overborne by 
custom, and cannot muster up resolution enough to protect their wives’ per- 
sons from injury and insult, may be compared to a captain who quits the ship 


11. Donald, 1996, p. 78: ‘4a Essay on Woman of 1769, probably designed by Valentine Green, bears 
inscriptions emphasising that responsibility for temptation and corruption is peculiarly female’, a ‘message 
that recurs endlessly in the social satire of eighteenth-century England’, See also pp. 217-18, note 25. Ribeiro 
makes similar points, 1986, esp. ch. 6, and chs 3 and 5, and she reproduces a similar pair of prints on p. 112. 
See also Brewer, 1997, figures 34 and 35. Cf. Nussbaum, 1984. Many historians of women and the family 
at this time have noted the intense moral investment in feminine (and ideally domestic) roles: for example, 
Davidoff and Hall, 1987 and Rendall, 1985. 

12. Jordanova, 1989a, ch. 5; Warner, 1985, ch. 13. 

13. On prominent female midwives see Marland, 1993, ch. 6 (by King) and 7 (by Gelbart); Porter, 1995, 
ch. 4. A number appear in Todd, 1984. 
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(whereof he is the sole owner) out of compliment to his pilot’. Husbands who 
permit the use of men-midwives, who are ‘injurious to society’, ‘should have 
ass’s ears’.”’ The implication, once again, that women cannot be trusted to 
manage their modesty alone is inescapable, as are the related implications that 
while mastery and ownership of women by men are desirable, indeed neces- 
sary, they are also fragile. Men have allowed themselves to be manipulated both 
by their wives and by other men, who have excluded them from the birthing 
room and thereby concealed the improprieties that occur there. Secrecy was a 
central issue —- men-midwives were deemed to act in secret on women’s private 
parts — it was in effect a code-word for sexual violation.” 

Fores writes, as it were, in the name of the husband, but the figure with real 
power in the book is nature, personified as female and the ultimate arbiter. 
Fores does not present her as perfect, since ‘nature does not a/ways pursue her 
usual process’, hence the need for special responses to ‘preternatural cases’."° 
Nonetheless the power and autonomy of nature are constantly invoked. Nature 
works in her own time, which means that this work cannot and should not be 
hurried, that human beings have to learn to wait upon and respond to that 
pace: ‘if we wait with PATIENCE Nature of herself will do the work’, “a female 
operator is obliged to wait NATURE’S “me’, which is a good thing since instru- 
ments, used to hurry things along, are his principal target.’’ Thus Fores urges 
respect for ‘the powers of nature’ rather than a slavish devotion to fashion. It 
might appear then that he has convention on his side, but the whole tone, 
particularly of the beginning of the book, suggests that this was not so. He felt 
the need to defend his work against the criticism that it was too explicit and 
unsuitable for women. He was not alone in this anxiety, and medical men writ- 
ing popular books on family or sexual matters also had to deal with the charge. 
Fores was not a medical practitioner, and in defending himself he made com- 
mon cause with William Buchan, the Scottish doctor whose Domestic Medicine, 
first issued in 1769, was one of the most widely read books of its kind ever 
published.'* The defence of publishing details of the organs of generation and 
the process of birth was that everyone ought to know as much as possible about 
child bearing, precisely because it was of individual, familial and national import- 
ance. Fores quoted Buchan approvingly to the effect that women can easily be 
cheated out of their lives by their own ignorance. Both authors wanted the grand 
importance of their subject to act as a stabiliser, in case their discussions of 
reproduction themselves appeared indecent. They cast themselves as beneficent 
reformers, and drew upon an authoritative nature for rhetorical ballast. 

But stability was not easily achieved. I suggest we can identify two points of 
special tension. The first concerns the nature of the power that men and 
women respectively have. Both sexes, for Fores, fail to inhabit their designated 


14. Fores, 1793, pp. xv, 50. 

15. Porter, 1987a; cf. Fores, 1793, pp. xii, xvi; pp. 309-29. 

16. Fores, 1793, p. xxiti, his emphasis. 

17. Ibid., pp. 37, 41, his emphases. Fores invokes Nihell in support of his position, p. 38. 

18. Ibid., pp. xviti-xxiu. On Buchan see Lawrence, 1975, Rosenburg 1983, and Porter, 1992. Tissot, the 
subject of Chapter 6, felt vulnerable on just the same point. 


33 


NATURE DISPLAYED: NATURAL POLARITIES 


roles and for both the consequences are grave. Yet the issue concerns women 
more immediately than men — it is they who might lose their lives — and, while 
he wants to empower women with information, he seems doubtful at the same 
time whether they can steer their own ship. Like other writers in this vein he 
dramatises the vulnerability of women to ‘new fangled obstetric butchery lately 
invented at Paris’, and further heightens the drama when he goes on about 
‘boys’ as if the youth of male practitioners made the violation all the greater.” 
Women are intensely vulnerable, yet vital to the nation, they fail to exhibit 
proper modesty, yet can be empowered by advice and knowledge: they are 
blameless and culpable simultaneously. Men are equally culpable, but perhaps 
have greater potential as saviours. 

The second point of tension concerns ‘nature’, that most elusive of con- 
cepts. It is now well-known that it was the centrepiece around which midwifery 
debates were organised in the eighteenth century. Fores’s frontispiece (see 
plate 2, p. 24) made it abundantly clear that man-midwifery is unnatural, and 
the point is made in three ways. First, the man-midwife is an animal not a 
human. The boundary between human and animal was particularly crucial at 
this particular moment, when wild children, new races and societies, the cap- 
acities of monkeys, especially in relation to speech, were all being scrutinised 
with precisely the aim of working out where the dividing line was to be. Hostile 
comments on French revolutionary popular politics made liberal use of the 
idea of human beings descending to the level of the beasts.” Second, the man- 
midwife is a monster. Monsters are what should not happen, a mistake on nature’s 
part, an interruption of business as usual in the natural economy. Although an 
interest in monstrous births was not new, it was intense, and mote analytical in 
the eighteenth century, and there was speculation that man-midwifery increased 
the number of deformed children.”’ Third, the man-midwife is prone to be 
crude and indecent. The implied contrast here is with modesty, which for 
many eighteenth-century thinkers was a natural property of women. To violate 
feminine modesty was to be simultaneously immoral and unnatural, indeed 
these ideas were mutually defining.” For Fores, birth was a natural process: 
‘regular midwifery is only the superintendence of a process in nature, and 
the use of instruments (being the business of surgeons) is totally unconnected 
to it.’ But, as we know, ‘nature’ is not a stable concept. It could be invoked 
as a moral and ethical norm, yet the need to do so stemmed exactly from 


19. Fores, 1793, p. xiii; there is a reference to ‘boys’ in the title, see also, for example, p. 57. 

20. The man/animal distinction was fundamental to the human sciences of the period: Fox ef a/,, 1995; 
Smith, 1997. The connotations given to ‘animal’ behaviour by critics of the French Revolution are part of 
the general distaste for barbarism and anarchy: see Church, 1964; Chapter 5 of this volume; Paulson, 1983. 
The use of the tiger as a metaphor for revolution is an excellent example, discussed by Paulson, pp. 67, 72, 
73, 97-102, 108-9. 

21. The study of monstrosity was undertaken by medics and natural historians in this period, and it fed 
into the science of man. In addition to the works cited in note 20, see Huet, 1993, esp. ch. 5; Wilson, 1993, 
esp. ch. 5; Todd, 1995. Of course, Frankenstein is the obvious example of sustained thinking about monstros- 
ity: see Chapters 3 and 4; Mellor 1988. Many critics of the French Revolution also spoke of monstrosity — 
see note 20. 

22. Robinson, 1982. 

23. Fores, 1799, p05. 
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the frequency with which what was perceived as wanatural occurred. Women 
and the feminine seem to have been peculiarly implicated by the instability of 
nature as a tetm in this period. This is because their identification with nature 
was intense, fresh, multifaceted, while any deviations from a true path were 
passionately condemned, presented as errors to which women were particularly 
prone, such as vanity, immodesty and seduction by fashion. Women both partook 
of the prestige of one of the period’s most authoritative concepts, and failed 
to manifest with sufficient consistency its defining traits. 

Female figures, far more than male ones, have been used to carry ideals and 
abstract ideas over many centuries. We are used therefore to the doubleness of 
vision that ensues — a female form can be at once a body, even a body of a 
named person, and a virtue, vice, idea, nation, or whatever. We are equally used 
to accepting that the link between these two levels of meaning is not direct or 
literal but metaphorical, and metaphorical, furthermore, in some profound 
sense that appears strangely resistant to explanation. Why should time and 
death generally be male when nature and charity are conventionally female? 
(see plates 8, 9 and 29, pp. 36, 37, 221)" How do we associate a feminine form 
with areas from which women have been excluded?” Justice was commonly 
personified as a woman, although women were largely absent from the admin- 
istration of the law. However, the gap between the two registers, and the fact 
that linking them requires mental effort, is precisely what makes allegory and 
personification possible. If this is the case, then processes that remove or close 
the gap are likely to lead to ambiguity and instability. The energetic reinvigora- 
tion of ideas of nature in the eighteenth century, its multiple and highly 
emotive links with the feminine, together with a widespread sense of upheaval 
in the most crucial areas of social practice where they came together — family 
life and procreation — indeed served to close the gap. Or rather, there was a 
perceived threat to close it, to blur the distinctions between women, Woman, 
and the feminine on the one hand, and between nature as a set of laws govern- 
ing physical existence, nature as morality and nature as the source of life and 
fertility on the other. Femaleness and naturalness were hard to keep apart. 
Inside this conceptually unstable yet socially central zone, and in the throes of 
perceived dramatic change, sat birth and midwifery. Another diatribe against 
man-midwifery, this time by Philip Thicknesse, illustrates these points. 

Man-Midwifery Analysed and the Tendency of that Practice Detected and Exposed was 
first published in 1764 by a man who became notorious for his ill humour (see 
covert illustration). Thicknesse tried many careers, including that of apothecary, 
was much matried, thirdly to the feisty musician Ann Ford, herself the niece 
of a man-midwife, and published voluminously.” There were three eighteenth- 
century editions of his book on midwifery, the last of which in 1790 was published 
by Fores himself.*’ Many of the arguments in this ever-expanding book have 


24. Kighteenth-century versions of Ripa’s famous /conologia illustrate the point: Ripa, 1971 and Richardson, 
1979. 

25. Warner, 1985, p. xx. 

26. Thicknesse and Ford are discussed in Chapter 12. 

27. Thicknesse, 1764, 1765 and 1790. 
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PLATE 8. George Richardson, Iconology, London, 1779, volume I, plate XLI: 157, 
Investigation, 158, Conscience, 159, Discretion, 160, Ingenuity. 
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PLATE 9. George Richardson, \conology, London, 1779, volume I, plate XLVILL: 185, 
Solitude, 186, Meditation, 187, Experience, 158, F:xeretse. 
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already been noted in Fores, but some of its other features will serve to sharpen 
our understanding of the relations between femininity and nature in the eight- 
eenth century. 

There are three types of feminine figure in Thicknesse’s text. First, he men- 
tions a number of female midwives by name. He does so in order to bestow 
status on them, to suggest that they are a real option for women, who, by 
declining to use them, have sacrificed their modesty to fashion. Furthermore, 
since Royalty use these women, so should others. Thicknesse needs them to be 
real. The female figure of the midwife is thus rooted tn particular, named women; 
she is not just a general type. In his text midwives were an occupational grouping 
made up of actual women.” Second, Thicknesse invokes a type of woman, one 
who is frequently a shadowy presence in diatribes against man-midwifery — the 
prostitute. Even where it was not openly stated it was generally implied that by 
allowing a man other than her husband to touch her private parts, the woman 
reduced herself to the status of a whore. Women who wish for a male attend- 
ant, having heard the arguments against them, are ‘fashionable prostitutes’, and 
may be called so by their husbands, according to Thicknesse. The language of 
prostitution not only reminds readers that money changes hands in midwifery 
and that a female body can be a commodity, but it evokes the sense that women 
are unreliable morally. Thicknesse associated the need to stamp out man- 
midwifery with ‘the preservation of the Empire: for the FIRST MARK of the 
downfall of all great Empires has been the PROFLIGACY of the WOMEN’.” 
Third, Thicknesse personifies nature as a woman: ‘Goody Nature... that ex- 
cellent and never failing female midwife... This old lady, who had practiced 
the att of midwifery in every corner of the globe, for many generations, with 
amazing success, was, about fifty years ago, stifled in France between two 
featherbeds, by Messrs Doctors LaMotte and Mauriceau; and no sooner was 
the good old lady interred, than these, and many other male imposters in 
that fanatical country, endeavoured to intrude themselves on the public as her 
legitimate sons.’ Even though no woman is mentioned by name, this passage 
is notable in the way it brings together actual people, a profession doubly 
associated with women and the sustained use of female personification. 

In his texts, Thicknesse moved between different kinds of women — fash- 
ionable women, the woman-midwife, the prostitute — he is naming individuals, 
many of them women, and he is invoking nature as an abstract idea to be 
personified, not just as female, but as a female midwife. Such writing, I con- 
tend, puts excessive strain on where, psychically and imaginatively, women are 


28. eg. Thicknesse, 1765, pp. 32-3; 1790, pp. xvii-xvili, Anon., 1772, used similar arguments, and 
included a list of eminent female midwives and their addresses, starting with Elizabeth Nihell, p. 73. It also 
constantly evokes ‘nature’ in its arguments. 

29. Thicknesse, 1790, pp. 82 and 73, 79, 113, his emphases. Cf. Anon., 1772, esp. pp. 25, 27. Prostitution 
was a widely debated issue in the period; particular anxiety was expressed about the fall of young, previously 
virtuous, women, precisely the story Hogarth tells in_A Harlot’s Progress (1732): Shesgreen, 1973, nos 18-23; 
Paulson, 1975, ch. 3 and 1979, esp. pp. 19-23, 33-4, 118-20. See also the remarkable poem by Thomas 
Holcroft, in Lonsdale, 1984, p. 683. 

30. Thicknesse, 1764, p. 3; on French midwifery see Gelis, 1984 and 1988 and his edition of de la Motte’s 
treatise, 1979. 
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and Woman is. Describing Thicknesse’s work in this way is an attempt to 
present the rage that was clearly present in him — and not only in him — in 
another language, one that may reveal what was at stake in responses to man- 
midwifery, while also hinting at how it fits into broader cultural patterns. A 
number of features of eighteenth-century society had produced this strain: 
the cult of or infatuation with nature, which had an erotic dimension that 
accentuated the gendered complexities of nature; a form of medicine that was 
increasingly preoccupied with family life and reproduction, both in theory and 
in practice, while it was also developing highly self-conscious literary and artistic 
treatments of women and femininity; the controversial nature of midwifery, 
expressed in a discourse that moved between abstractions, social types and 
accounts of real and imagined occurences. To these we should also add that 
demography and philanthropy, as practices and discourses, heightened col- 
lective emotional investment in motherhood, the prevention of infant death, 
and a growing population.”’ Furthermore, when laymen such as Thicknesse 
and Fores became enraged by the activities of men-midwives, they really had 
no option of going to institutions, professional bodies or the law for redress 
— the medical infrastructure, such as it was, offered few such possibilities. They 
telied instead on stirring up public opinion. Hence, they had every incentive to 
increase their emotional pitch. 

The cult of nature had an erotic dimension, and the intense emotions elic- 
ited by man-midwifery suggest how important sexual anxieties about inappro- 
ptiate touching were. Men-midwives were, after all, accused of entering other 
men’s ‘gardens’ and despoiling them. Nature in general, and gardens in particu- 
lar, carried strong connotations of pleasure, and by that token they could be 
feminised zones. Women were often depicted in unspecific ‘natural’ settings, 
vaguely associated with plants, endowed with qualities deemed characteristic of 
nature, of even portrayed as nature.” This was the context within which the 
intense man-midwifery debates took place. There the stakes were high and the 
talk was of violating, even suffocating, nature and women. 

Hence it was crucial that women-midwives got nature on their side, which 
is exactly what Elizabeth Nihell sought to do in her Treatise on the Art of Maid- 
wifery (1760). Describing herself as ‘professed midwife’ on the title page, she 


defended her occupation, her fellow midwives and the interests of women in 


31. The literature on the family and related matters in the eighteenth century is now huge. Continuity and 
Change publishes a range of work in this area, although its emphasis is more social than cultural. On the 
family in visual culture, see Duncan, 1973 and 1981; Leppert, 1988; Hautecoeur, 1945. Influential, although 
controversial, treatments of the family in the relevant period include: Ariés, 1973; Coveney, 1967; Davidoff 
and Hall, 1987; Flandrin, 1979; Pollock, 1983; O’Day, 1994. 

32. See note 1. An admittedly impressionistic compatison of images of women with those of men in the 
period suggests that natural settings are far more frequent in the former than the latter. Precisely because 
of the rise of pleasure gardens, erotic experience was linked with garden settings, and specifically with the 
pleasures women offered, since most relevant representations were produced by men: Bryson, 1981, ch. 3; 
Solkin, 1993, ch. 4. Furthermore, women were particularly associated with flowers, amateur botany and 
flower painting: Bennett, 1991; Pointon, 1997, pp. 146-71; Schiebinger, 1993, ch. 1; Abir-Am and Outram, 
1987, ch. 2 (by Schteir). See also Pugh, 1988, esp. pp. 102-121 on gardens and pleasure. It seems reasonable 
to assume that, even where no reference is explicitly made to it, the Garden of Eden was never far from 
people’s minds. 
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general, not only by referring to her extensive professional experience, but also 
by claiming authority as a woman and a mother herself. Nihell saw women in 
general and herself in particular to be naturally better suited to practise mid- 
wifery than men. As she put it in relation to manual examinations by men: ‘a 
midwife, duly qualified by Nature and art, with a shrewdness and delicacy of 
the touch, is, when requisite, capable of giving, in virtue thereof, a just account 
of a woman’s condition’.”’ While she made some of the ritualised apologies for 
authorship that she imagined were expected of her, she confidently asserted 
the importance of her message and of her calling ‘for the good of society’: ‘the 
voice of Nature and Reason’ powerfully recommends ‘the preservation of so 
valuable a part of the human Species as pregnant women, as well as that of 
their dear and tender charge, their children’.“’ Her dual emphasis on nature and 
reason is interesting, for she insisted that everyone could understand enough 
to make sound judgements about childbirth — nature had made sure of that. 
Nihell denied that male practitioners were safer, that is, able to reduce maternal 
and infant mortality, thereby revealing the centrality of arguments about popu- 
lation for the midwifery debates. Men certainly sacrificed the decency and 
modesty of their patients. Men-midwives do not, in other words, ‘assist her 
fie. Nature]’, indeed they have committed offences against her. The opposite 
of nature was, in one sense, ‘Art’: ‘the men midwives, in their sistem [sz] of 
exalting their powers of Art over ours of Nature, keep no measures with truth’. 
In other words, she prefered nature with a little but competent art, to art, 
barbarously abused, ‘without any Nature at all’.”? Nihell foregrounded her own 
femininity, associated her profession with a feminised nature, and then claimed 
the authority of nature for her causes: the defence of women-midwives and 
modest mothers and the enhanced well-being of society as a whole. 

Many other occasions for linking female figures with nature were far more 
anodyne. Perhaps this was necessarily the case, for they suggested a safer, far 
less treacherous world in which both nature and femininity were simpler, in 
which the more troubling oscillations between women, femininity and nature 
did not take place. The gap between the literal and the metaphorical levels 
could be more conventional, and less complex. This is the case in the 1784 
print, entitled simply Nature and based on a painting of Emma Hamilton by 
George Romney (see plate 10, p. 41). The image deploys a number of devices that 
would have prompted contemporary viewers to think ‘nature’ — the background, 
the dog, the pose, the facial expression, all of which suggest a particular kind 
of nature, the nature of innocence and spontaneity, the nature, in fact, not so 
much of women but of children. One of the most notable extensions of the lan- 
guage of nature in the eighteenth century was into the world of childhood; 
although often associated with Rousseau’s Emile (1762), it was already in flower 
in the 1740s in England, and contained its own complexities and conttadic- 
tions. By calling this print ‘Nature’, relatively uncomplicated emotions were 


33. Nihell, 1760, p. 312. On Nihell, see Todd, 1984, pp. 233-4 and Klukoff, 1970, who discusses 
Smollett’s attack on her publications. 

34, Nihell, 1760, pp. xvi and i of the Preface. 

35. Ibid., pp. v and vii of the Preface. 
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PLATE 10. /.R. Smith, Nature, 1784, mezzotint after George Romney's portrait of Emma 
Hamilton, c.1782, © The British Museum, London. 
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PLATE 11. Amon., Nature, not dated, engraving after Sir Thomas Lawrence, Emily and Laura 
Anne Calmady, exhibited at the Royal Academy 1824. 


mobilised, both because what was meant by nature was rather vague, and 
because by making Emma Hamilton child-like, any seduction can be a mere 
playful hint and all threat has been removed — this is not a Nature to be 
reckoned and grappled with.” There is little conceptual density here. These 


36. Cadogan, 1748, is an interesting and early example of the portrayal of children as natural. Rousseau, 
1911, Book 1, contains his ideas about early infancy. On the print, see Jenkins and Sloan, 1996, pp. 269- 
70. The verse on the print reads: ‘Flush’d by the spirit of the genial year / Her lips blush deeper sweets, they 
breathe of Youth;/ The shining moisture swells into her eyes/ In brighter glow; her wishing bosom heaves 
/ With palpitations wild” I am deeply grateful to Dr Sloan for supplying me with the verse. 
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points are even clearer in a later print, also entitled Nasure, made from a 
portrait by Thomas Lawrence of Emily and Laura Calmady (see plate 11, 
p. 42). Probably executed in 1823, it was exhibited at the Royal Academy in the 
following year: it was warmly received and a number of prints were made from 
it and a related drawing. The two girls are shown entwined, with a vague 
landscape in the background. Their pose suggests childish spontaneity, that is, 
it does not seem contrived or consciously posed — as Michael Levey affirms, 
‘Lawrence aimed at a totally “natural” impression’.”’ Here is nature at its least 
threatening, simplest, and most idealised, in the figures of two innocent girls 
(cf. plate 18, p. 172). The image seeks and elicits uncomplicated emotion, in 
effect it infantilises nature. There certainly was a measure of ambiguity in these 
images, but it was not troubling; there was no rage and little complexity. 

The baby face of nature did not exist before about the middle of the eight- 
eenth century and its legacy is still with us. Perhaps the soft, women-and- 
children image of nature arose in tandem with the profoundly unsettling aspects, 
to act as a kind of collective solace, creating a zone that could be entered for 
comfort. The other type of nature was also about women and children, but 
their darker, wilder sides. These were particularly, but not exclusively, evident 
in the impassioned disputes about midwifery. I have argued that there was 
special intensity surrounding Woman, women, and femininity in eighteenth- 
century discourse, and that this intensity is dramatically evident in the contro- 
versial nature of man-midwifery. It is important for my argument that such 
intensity is not interpreted as a simple, direct expression of changes in practice, 
that it does not merely reflect the supposedly increasing use of the forceps 
or changes in the composition of the occupation. After all, the vast majority 
of births were still attended by women. Rather the intensity came from what 
was invested by contemporaries in women’s bodies and in the process of birth, 
and from the explosive moral connotations of the relationship between 
reproductively active women and their helpers. These investments in turn were 
made possible by representations that had long linked together women, female 
bodies, nature and abstract ideas. There were fireworks about midwifery be- 
cause associations between the feminine and nature in the second half of the 
eighteenth century became more varied, more blurred, more unstable, more 
integral to larger political, social, and cultural shifts. 

Thus, as nature became arguably the major source of moral legitimacy, the 
need for stable gender demarcations grew; it was met by apparently firm 
polarities that touched on those most sensitive areas — sexuality, family, nation- 
hood — where rage was most easily triggered. I am proposing that this nexus 
of issues raised threatening and difficult questions, that it aroused powerful 
reactions because a number of key boundaries in fact lost their clarity. The 
assertion of crisp moral positions and the worries about the collapse and con- 
fusion of gender roles were two facets of a single situation. The straight line 
of Fores’s frontispiece expressed the desire to restore clarity, to keep ontologically 


37, Levey, 1979, pp. 74-5; Garlick, 1954, p. 30 and plate 99; Garlick, 1989, p. 161, plate 89. The painting 
was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1824 and several prints were made from it. 


43 


NATURE DISPLAYED: NATURAL POLARITIES 


distinct categories visibly apart. I have found evidence for the blurring of 
boundaries in books on midwifery, which, in their overt anxieties, consist of 
texts where real people, general social categories (gender, classes), social-cum- 
moral types (the prostitute, the fashionable woman), personifications and 
abstract ideas jostle together in texts and images, leaving the reader, like the 
writer, psychically adrift, and fearful of cosmic decline. In the shadows of these 
writings lay an ideal, ordered, stable universe, which was, of course, a chimera. 
Although the specific characteristics of medicine and midwifery are an import- 
ant element, this situation needs to be seen in broader contexts. The growth 
of reformist sentiment around the family, the increase in popular medical 
writing concerning family and sexual matters, the polarisation of moral issues, 
especially in the 1790s, and practices of personification are of special signif- 
cance. In all of these trends the associated idioms of femininity and nature 
were deployed. Concerns about fuzzy gender distinctions also depended on the 
existence of a sense of drama around femininity, which could all too easily turn 
bad, with widespread detrimental effects. The gender drama was capable of 
being further heightened by many different kinds of crisis — in national politics, 
in foreign affairs, in the family — which were linked through highly emotive 
verbal and visual vocabularies. At the same time, these vocabularies were riven 
with tensions. The result was layer upon impacted layer of investment in femi- 
nine figures and their natural status, a burden they could hardly bear. 


CODA 


Uncertainty and openness tend to be devalued in scholarship, and in many 
fields speculation is considered unsafe, even sloppy. Where it is permitted, it 
tends to be presented as play, almost as if nothing much hinges on how we 
interpret texts and images. Here, however, I do not wish to play but to open 
up the maddeningly elusive issues that underlie the arguments of this chapter. 

Two claims are often made: first, that women’s bodies have been persistently 
used to allude to or explore something else, and second, that this is a particu- 
larly notable feature of eighteenth-century images, for example in portraiture. 
The first claim draws attention to persistent motifs, repeated with variations, in 
both words and images, over centuries. There is no doubting the existence of 
such motifs — the difficulty is offering an interpretation of them that eschews 
both essentialism (such as, men always seek to control women biologically and 
culturally and this is one manifestation of it) and ahistoricity (such as, in many 
periods when images of vice are sought, they turn to women, especially hags). 
A measure of historical specificity is important, and so is the recognition that 
the insidious power of ‘women as... is based on long habit, custom, conven- 
tion.” The real poser is why women are more linked with some traits and ideas 


38. Weinsheimer, 1987; Perry and Rossington, 1994, esp. pp. 18-40; Woodall, 1997, ch. 2 (by Nicholson); 
Pointon, 1997, ch. 5. 
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than others. And men’s bodies can be linked with ‘something else’ too, as a 
cursory inspection of illustrated editions of Ripa’s /conologia reveals. There have 
been times too when named men have been depicted as someone else, or in 
another time than their own, although it is true that the virtues in particular 
have been persistently personified as female. So, what exactly is the difference 
between men and women here? 

What makes all this yet more vexing is that it is hard to see exactly how the 
links between female figures and abstract ideas function — a question Marina 
Warner poses most elegantly in Monuments and Maidens. Of course allegory and 
personification work because we are aware of the effort of decoding — indeed, 
being able to make that leap contributes a large measure to the pleasure they 
give. At the same time the leap could not be made at all if the links were purely 
atbitrary. It is true that objects, such as the scales of justice, act as triggers, but 
something deeper also occurs, so that it feels right in some way that is hard to 
articulate for women to represent certain ideas and entities. Even if 1t continues 
to feel right in some circumstances now, the disparity between the grandeur of 
the ideas involved and the mundane complexities of most women’s lives is 
immediately apparent. The use of female figures to represent hygiene, electric- 
ity ot inoculation appears ridiculous, hence it is hard to enter into the mind set 
that produced them. 

While it is possible for historians to watch moments of decision making when 
symbols are chosen and assumptions that generally remain tacit are brought 
fleetingly to the surface, many unanswered questions remain. This is partly 
because the meanings of feminine figures resist full explication, and they appeal 
precisely for this reason. It may be helpful to confess their elusive quality — 
such a confession serves to acknowledge the power of mysteries, the inability 
of scholarship to completely dismantle processes of mystification. This does 
not mean we should stop trying to show how such figures work in particular 
historical circumstances, but it does mean that some interpretative tools are 
likely to be more useful than others. I would guess that these figures work 
because both men and women can identify with and project onto them. Thus 
the claim in relation to the seven female virtues Reynolds designed for stained 
glass windows in New College Chapel, Oxford, that he was working ‘in a 
period when female personifications were generally designed merely to please 
the eye’, is unhelpful.” It trades on facile assumptions both about gendered 
viewing, and about the period in question. Indeed, such a claim forecloses 
issues of identification and projection altogether. 

‘A man’, opined Andrew Wuton in Zhe Swagger Portrait, ‘in even the most 
imaginary of costumes... or the most idealising of poses... is always himself 
...a woman is often shown as Venus, Diana, Chastity, Patience, or Truth.’ 
He continued: 


39, Penny, 1986, p. 291. For a different approach to Reynolds, see Postle, 1995, esp. pp. 168—81 on the 
New College project. Reynolds’s work contains many interesting female figures, as, for example, in his 
‘Theory’ (¢.1779) and his allegorical portrait of James Beattie (1773). On identification see Laplanche and 
Pontalis, 1988, pp. 205-8. 
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There tends to be a stronger element of sheer make-believe in female portraiture; 
costumes are less likely to be those of current fashion, more fanciful or theatrical. 
Whereas men carry with them their own moral purpose, their own innate capacity 
for greatness, women, to whom, it was felt, few or no such qualities naturally attach 
themselves, need to be cast in the role of a moral archetype which develops and 
genetalises the feminine virtues they are held to embody. But the sentimental identi- 
fication of feminine virtues with women is exactly parallel to the (ultimately equally 
sentimental) assumption of manly virtues in men. The difference is that men are not 
required to impersonate an abstraction: their value ts self-evident. ‘This distinction does 
not necessarily denigrate women, though it reflects their position in a society which 
expected them to represent private rather than public virtues.” 


Here Wilton is struggling with precisely the problem I have identified, and 
he works hard to avoid the implication that either his account or eighteenth- 
century representational practices is simply sexist. One implication of his 
approach is that women, relative to men, are semantically empty; they require 
additional props to make them meaningful. Woman is, precisely, a vessel. Another 
implication concerns the value given to women. Wilton sees this as fragile, 
hence the requirement that they ‘impersonate an abstraction’, a phrase which 
carries slight connotations of deceit. And his later point suggests that there 
may indeed be denigration involved. Marina Warner too was concerned with 
how women are valued through personification, but she assumed that it is 
generally, if only potentially, an occasion for affirmation. I fear that the question 
of value may be a red herring, and suspect that our interest in it stems from 
the tendency to look for one dominant mode or emotion in representations of 
women, to identify any particular representation as being either pro or anti 
women in general. This is to simplify the emotions involved, and to treat repres- 
entations of women as indices of something else: ‘value’, ‘status’, “esteem’. 
Some representations are themselves overtly simplifying and polarising as | 
have shown, but many are not. The more complex the abstractions they stand 
for, the less readily a stable moral stance may be deduced. Perhaps the question 
of value intrigues because it offers a way of connecting up representations with 
other areas of experience, especially with areas, such as politics, civil rights, 
employment, and the law, where the status of women is an explicit issue. Quite 
understandably, feminist historians by virtue of their own experiences have 
been preoccupied with women’s status. My point is that we cannot infer status 
from representations, and that to attempt to do so is to ignore the fact that 
they ate quite different types of category between which no direct translations 
ate possible. They are related, but in highly complex ways, best explored in the 
language of ‘mediation’. 

Wilton’s reference to make-believe is revealing, for what we are indeed talk- 
ing about is fantasy. Over long periods of time, Woman has been a concept 
that gave permission for certain kinds of fantasy to take place. It is possible to 
construe this as a sort of semantic emptiness, or as resulting from relegation 


40. Wilton, 1992, pp. 38-9. 
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to a private, domestic, sexualised zone, but it can also be understood as a 
special kind of potentiality and receptiveness. In saying this I too run the risk 
of essentialism or ahistoricity. However, I am advocating a particular approach 
to cultural history that gives historical specificity its due while being open to 
broad patterns and persistent themes. There are two stances such an approach 
requires and to which I am drawing attention in these remarks. The first is an 
openness to a wide range of materials and to the concepts that seem appropriate 
to their explication. Hence I have used, without explicitly theorising, notions 
such as ‘tage’, ‘identification’ and so on.” I want to see what kind of business 
can be done using them, drawing on the ideas readers will already have of their 
rich meanings. The second is an interest in creating cultural maps that help 
us see where particular themes come up, both vertically and horizontally: 
vertically over substantial periods of time, horizontally across diverse zones at 
a specific moment. And in mapping cultural motifs, we begin to discern shapes 
and patterns and to offer tentative explanations for them. In taking up both 
these stances, I find myself aware of how tentative amy historical account must 
be, wishing nonetheless to try and offer suggestions, keen that a wide range 
of historical material should be drawn attention to, and conscious that any 
account of my materials that does not speak to their powerful emotions would 
be woefully inadequate. Furthermore, I know that the cultural life of feminine 
figures has lost none of its relevance, that their recalcitrance to full explana- 
tions stems from two facts: they are still constantly being used, often for utterly 
manipulative purposes, and we, women and men alike, are still seduced by their 
power and intrigued by their complexities. 


41. These terms as I use them here are incipiently rather than explicitly psychoanalytic: cf. Laplanche and 
Pontalis, 1988 and Gay, 1985. 
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Nature’s Powers: A Reading of 
the Distinction between Creation 
and Production 


Every world view involves an emotional, as well as an intellectual apprehension 
of nature. 
John C. Greene’ 


The distinction between creation and production lies at the centre of many 
world-views, and above all of Christianity. In the Nicene Creed, which declares, 
‘T believe in one God, the Father, Maker of heaven and earth... And in the 
Lord Jesus Christ... Begotten not made...’, there is evidently considerable 
slippage in the way the verb ‘to make’ is used, as it expresses both divine and 
non-divine actions.’ For centuries Western intellectual traditions have meditated 
upon both the differences and similarities between the kinds of making under- 
taken by people, nature and God(s), respectively. Natural philosophical tradi- 
tions were no exception. The eighteenth century has been seen as a decisive 
turning point in the novel, direct and sustained use of a language of creation 
in relation to human performance that it witnessed.’ The century was also 
marked by fundamental new interpretations of the notion of production. In 
setting the naturalist Jean-Baptiste de Lamarck in the context of such ques- 
tions, I intend to achieve two goals. The first is to offer a reading of certain key 
aspects of his natural philosophy in the light of contemporary texts of a rather 
different kind: natural theological writings on the one hand and Mary Shelley’s 
novel Frankenstein (1818) on the other. The second is to reveal the ways in which 
the elements of world-views articulate with one another and the forms that ‘an 


Le Greene; 1951, p16. 

2. On the Nicene and other creeds, see Burn, 1910. A related example is the second verse of the hymn 
‘O come, all ye faithful’, which reads, ‘God of God, / Light of Light, / Lo! He abhors not the Virgin’s womb; 
/ Very God, / Begotten, not created... (in The New English Hymnal, 1986, p. 65). This hymn, originally in 
Latin, dates from the eighteenth century. It echoes the Nicene Creed, which in modern versions refers to 
‘very God of very God, begotten, not made’. This form of words raises just the issues addressed in this 
chapter. The complexity of the verb ‘to beget’ is also relevant, as it embraces both creating and producing, 
as the Oxford English Dictionary makes clear. For an unusual slant on the status of Christ as “begotten, 
not created’, see Steinberg, 1983. Ginsburg and Rapp, 1995, contains discussions of the complexities of 
reproduction. 

3. Kristeller, 1983, p. 106. 
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emotional... apprehension of nature’ takes on. Both goals entail showing the 
stakes invested in the distinction between creation and production and the 
historically specific resonances it generated. 

Lamatck employed a distinction, which is the subject of this chapter, be- 
tween the creativity of God and the productivity of nature.” The pair of terms, 
creation/production, took on a special significance in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. They evoked authority, order and hierarchy; they 
spoke about origins, sequences and the historical underpinning of ruletship; 
they described actions and processes as apparently diverse as work, reproduc- 
tion, authorship and divine intervention. They served at once to link and to 
discriminate between human, natural and divine operations. The significance of 
these terms can be better understood if we place Lamarck, a ‘forerunner of 
Darwin’, in a wider cultural setting. 

Reading Lamatck’s ideas about life and its history in the context of contem- 
porary natural theology sharpens our sense of what he was trying to do. His 
natural philosophy and natural theology seem almost deliberate inversions of 
each other. An examination of Frankenstein also facilitates our understanding of 
Lamarck’s project. The literary licence Shelley took, by contrast, for example, 
with Lamarck or Paley, is important because it enabled her to open up and 
make explicit issues that surely troubled them but were far harder for them to 
write about. Yet she offered no settled answers to the problems she raised. Her 
novel neatly reveals the facets of the creation/production distinction present 
in European culture. It does so, furthermore, in a highly condensed, potent 
form. Her work shows that the distinction was important, not just at an intel- 
lectual level, but because it touched the nature of personal identity and cosmic 
meaning. 

Thus this chapter is not about influences, but about distinct contempor- 
aneous styles of thinking, their wider implications and their associations with 
transformism, as Lamarck’s evolutionary ideas are most accurately termed. It 
is of the utmost importance that we comprehend what Lamarck was arguing 
against, namely, natural theological traditions. Contrary to common opinion, 
these were well-established in eighteenth-century France. Abbé Pluche’s Le 
spectacle de la nature (1732-50) was, we know, widely read. The naturalist Réaumur, 
whose work Lamarck knew, employed the argument from design, as did 
Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, briefly a colleague of Lamarck’s and a best-selling 
author.’ Above all, the notorious hostility between Cuvier — also a naturalist, 
and one who enjoyed considerable intellectual and political prestige — and 
Lamarck included profound disagreements about religious matters. Although 
careful not to proclaim himself a natural theologian, Cuvier’s ideas were widely 
understood by his contemporaries to have precisely this cast. Indeed it has 


4, On Lamarck in general see Burkhardt, 1977; Burlingame, 1973b; and dem, 1973a, vol. VII, pp. 584— 
94. The most important recent work on Lamarck is Pietro Corsi, 1988. For a brief introduction to Lamarck’s 
ideas, see Jordanova, 1984a. Lamarck’s principal exposition of the distinction between creation and produc- 
tion may be found in Lamarck, 1820. 

5. Limoges, 1975, vol. XI, pp. 42—4; Appel, 1987, pp. 13 and 56; Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, 1966; zdem, 
1982, esp. p. 11. Bernardin de Saint-Pierre is discussed in Chapter 10. 
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recently been claimed that ‘Cuviet’s functionalism... gave support to the 
traditional argument from design’. Cuvier’s protests against reducing “Nature 
to a sort of slavery into which...her Author is far from having enchained 
her’, on the grounds that ‘the world itself would become an indecipherable 
enigma’, articulate the central tenets of a natural theological world-view in 
direct opposition to Lamarck and his sympathisers.° We can, therefore, confi- 
dently assert the historical appropriateness of juxtaposing Lamarck and natural 
theological writers. 

There are additional reasons for setting Lamarck in the context of Paley, 
who was, after all, totally explicit about his metaphysical commitments. ‘Through- 
out his Natural Theology, which appeared in England in 1802 and in a French 
version published in Switzerland in 1804, Paley consistently argued against the 
power of habit — a lynchpin of Lamarck’s transformism. Inadvertently, then, 
Paley took issue with Lamarck, just as Lamarck, deliberately, criticized natural 
theology when he redefined God and nature. Furthermore, we can usefully 
compare Lamarck with Chateaubriand, whose Génie du Christianisme, also pub- 
lished in 1802, created a sensation in France, and who discussed the proof of 
the existence of God from the wonders of nature.’ There is no evidence that 
Lamarck read either Paley or Chateaubriand, although he could hardly have 
been unaware of the latter’s existence and ideas. He rarely cited other authors, 
few of his papers are extant, and only the meagre evidence of which books he 
owned at his death remains.” We know little of Lamatck’s personal beliefs, but 
it is fair to assume that he was not a devout Catholic. It is not necessary to 
demonstrate direct links between these authors for the following arguments to 
work. I will be considering the intellectual possibilities available in a given 
culture, not seeking to establish lineages of ideas. 

Lamatck’s science always had a strongly reflexive dimension to it, beginning 
with his early botanical work and continuing into his last publications. This 
aspect of his thought has received surprisingly little attention. His reputation 
among historians is built on his botany, his theories of organic change, and his 
reseatches on invertebrates; other aspects of his natural philosophy have been 
neglected.’ The meteorology, geology and ‘psychology’ remain little studied, 
as does Lamarck’s last book, the Systéme analytique des connaissances positives de 
homme (1820). This was not a new work in any significant sense. It contains 
long quotations from earlier publications, especially Phelosophie xoologique (1809) 
and the introduction to [Hzstoire naturelle des animaux sans vertebres (1815-22). 
In the Systéme he defined terms such as Espéce, Faculté, Habitude, Homme, Idee, 
Intelligence, Jugement and Nature." 

Lamarck expended considerable effort on elucidating key words. The results 
ate revealing because they allow us to reconstruct the larger system of his 


6. Quoted in Appel, 1987, p. 151; see also pp. 158, 173, 191, 213. 
7. Chateaubriand, 1966, vol. I, pp. 149-93. Chateaubriand ts also discussed in Chapter 5. 
8. Catalogue des Livres de la Bibliotheque de Feu M. Le Chevalier J.-B. de Lamarck, 1830. 
9. See the works cited in note 4. Cf. Jordanova, 1976. 
10. Full details of these and Lamarck’s other writings may be found in the bibliographies of the following 
works: Landrieu, 1909, pp. 448-70; Packard, 1901, pp. 425-45; and Burkhardt, 1977, pp. 261-8. 
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natural philosophy. While his definitions may appear rather simplistic in retro- 
spect, they fulfilled a significant function in clearing the ground, so to speak, 
in order that transformism could be planted in the right soil. Being sympathetic 
to the zdéologues, Lamarck was aware that sciences were well-made languages, 
and he endeavoured to put this precept into practice. 

Lamarck’s ideas are generally structured by contrasting pairs of concepts, 
giving his thought a strongly dichotomous character. The universe was divided 
into matter and nature; and matter into living and inert; living things were of 
two kinds — animals and plants. The organisation of the Systeme analytique to 
some extent reproduces such a structure. It centres on man and is divided into 
two principal parts devoted to phenomena inside and outside man respectively. 
The latter were then divided into phenomena created and produced. There 
were two sets of created phenomena, matter and nature, and likewise two 
categories under production, consisting of inorganic and organic objects, and 
so on. Lamarck employed other important dichotomies, such as his distinctions 
between properties and faculties (the former are found in inert, the latter only 
in organic bodies), acttve and passive (only nature is active, matter remains 
passive), invention and imagination (the first is a useful skill for finding new 
relations between objects, in contrast to the second, which results merely in the 
formation of images), and fiction and reality (ideas not rigorously grounded in 
observation as opposed to ideas rooted in nature). 

Because Lamarck attempted to produce a consistent natural philosophy, it 
was necessary for him to deal with God, nature and man. In order to show 
what kind of a natural philosophy this was, and what its implications are for 
our understanding of his transformism, a theory of natural production, I shall 
examine Lamarck’s definition of ‘nature’, first published in a natural history 
dictionary in 1818 and reprinted in the Systeme analytique in 1820. Lamarck 
began by establishing that nature was an ‘order of things’, a ‘constantly active 
power’ of which man was a part and which should therefore be of primary 
importance to him."’ Like matter, nature was a created object, which it was 
possible to know through observation. But Lamarck stressed the activity of 
nature, by which he meant that natural laws regulated all phenomena. Nature 
was, however, limited and — as.he often put it — blind. 

Other writers, according to Lamarck, used the word nature too literally and 
vaguely — hence his attempts to clarify it. He had to purge the concept of 
unwelcome associations. It was not, he emphasised, an intelligence or an indi- 
vidual being — terms which personified nature in unacceptable ways — but 
something that acts out of necessity. Nature was ‘a blind power, lacking inten- 
tion ot goal’.”* It followed, for Lamarck, that God did not create natural objects 
directly, but through the initial creation of nature and matter. Nature, a system 
of dynamic laws, then produced all observable objects by acting upon passive 
matter. 


11. Lamarck, 1820, p. 20. 
12. Ibid., p. 22. 
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In theory God could have created everything directly — that is his prerogative 
— but evidence in nature indicated that direct creations have not occurred. The 
evidence that Lamarck had in mind was indications of change over time. While 
physical objects appeared permanent, signs of change were present if one knew 
how to look for them. If natural objects were as old as nature itself, then it 
might be reasonable to assume them to have been created directly by God; 
whereas if they are of different ages and subject to continual change, they must 
be understood as products of nature. Furthermore, if natural bodies were cre- 
ated directly, Lamarck pointed out, nature itself would have no real existence 
or significance. In fact, science must concern itself with ‘the power of nature’. 
To argue this point, Lamarck chose the example of the ‘specious idea... 
concerning the original creation and immutability of species’.’” People espouse 
it because they cannot directly perceive organic change, given the short life span 
of human beings. But close study of the ‘monuments’ on the earth’s surface 
helps to dispel such a view. From these we learn of the continual activity of 
nature, evoked for the reader by geological and geographical examples. 

For Lamarck, this ceaseless change was far from random. It could be resolved 
into two components: the destruction of bodies and their re-elaboration. This 
topic lay at the heart of his matter theory and had been explored at length in 
his earlier works, Recherches sur les causes des principaux faits physiques (1794) and 
Mémoires de physique et d'histoire naturelle (1797). Such change was invoked in 
the service of Lamarck’s assertion that there was a “general power’ — nature 
itself — constantly acting.’* But while Lamarck stressed the perpetual destruc- 
tion and renewal of nature, he was equally concerned to show that this ‘great 
power’ was limited and lawlike. He argued that characterising nature in these 
terms is important, both for its own sake and so that we can determine how 
to study it. Lamarck was quick to point out that his own work had benefited 
from such a broad understanding of nature. It had, for example, enabled him 
to discover and use a ‘general plan’ of nature to establish a natural order among 
invertebrates. 

Lamarck’s next move was to clarify the relationships between nature and 
matter. Nature can neither create nor destroy matter, only modify it continually. 
Again, the possibility that nature might be construed as a reasoning being was 
set aside by considering the factor of time. Nature, Lamarck said, does nothing 
except through time, which is unlimited and universal. These characteristics are 
in explicit contrast to acts of creation, which are without duration. He was 
particularly concerned about the dangers of projecting human fantasies on 
to nature: 


It is to this blind power [i.e. nature], everywhere limited and subordinated, which, 
however great it may be, can do nothing but what it actually does; which exists, in 
short, only by the will of the supreme author of everything; it 1s to this power, I say, 
that we attribute intention, design, resolution in its acts.” 


13. Ibid., p. 27. 
14. Ibid., p. 32. 
15. Ibid., p. 35. 
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Such attributions were, for Lamarck, illegitimate. 

So far we might summarise Lamarck’s philosophy by saying that he argued 
against a natural theological perspective by carefully separating God from 
nature, creation from production. While natural theologians accepted these 
distinctions, they, unlike Lamarck, reconnected the dichotomies because they 
saw in nature the signs of God’s creative power. Furthermore, Lamarck 
rigorously denied that nature can be seen in personal terms, although it was 
possible for him on occasion to refer to nature as ‘this communal mother’. 
This was, I believe, a mere figure of speech, but it could well have been a 
thetorical device knowingly used, a ‘slip’, or even a sign of the recalcitrance of 
language in being inevitably anthropomotrphic.'® Lamarck’s argument for the 
existence of limited ‘orders of things’ could be applied to specific natural 
phenomena such as ‘life’. Like nature, life was not purposive or an intelligent 
being, just a set of laws giving rise to organic phenomena. Yet expounding his 
views on life was not Lamarck’s purpose in defining ‘nature’: 1t was to differ- 
entiate nature from God on the one hand and from the physical universe on 
the other. Those who confuse God and nature confuse the clockmaker with 
the clock, he asserted. To move from clock to clockmaker involved a deliberate 
and dramatic shift of conceptual level from natural effect to supernatural cause 
or agent. Lamarck objected to such moves. Natural theologians agreed that 
clock and clockmaker were distinct, but they wished to link them by treating 
nature as the signature of God. Thus when Lamarck separated clock and 
clockmaker, it was to banish the latter from the domain of science; when 
natural theologians did so, it was to distinguish between cause and effect, 
which, although separable, are also by definition linked. Therefore, Lamarck 
rejected any suggestion that natural knowledge should concern itself with the 
clockmaker. The very character of nature suggested to him that its workings 
were not the direct expression of divine will. Natural theologians agreed 
that maker and made were two different orders of being, but for them one 
was meaningless without the other. According to Lamarck, the difference in 
levels was crucial because one was accessible to human knowledge, whereas 
the other was not.’’ Lamarck thus implicitly rejected the idea that makers 
necessarily inscribe their marks on the end-product — the central tenet of natural 
theology. 

Lamarck’s distinction between nature and God was largely epistemological. 
But it signalled a larger style of thought. For him the different levels of creation 
and production were so profoundly distinguished — the one pure will acting out 
of time, the other visibly labouring — that to confuse them was to make a major 
category mistake. Nature does not contain evidence of another order of being; 
it merely reveals its own laws. For Lamarck this undercut the ideas of God as 
author and of nature as a book. His use of phrases like ‘supreme author’ was, 
I would suggest, mere convention. 


16. Ibid., p. 36. On the recalcitrance of language, see Beer, 1983 and 1986. 
17. Lamarck was particularly attentive to distinctions between conceptual levels. See Jordanova, 1981a, 
which discusses his ‘psychology’. 
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Like other natural philosophers, Lamarck had to account for the origin 
and nature of activity. Matter was purely passive, all activity comes from nature. 
Yet in truth he did not account for the origin of activity beyond invoking a 
divine creative act in the beginning that made nature this way. For Lamarck, 
activity in nature derived from motion on the one hand, and laws govern- 
ing motion on the other. Nature acts through space and time — significantly, 
Lamarck calls these the ‘metaphysical entities which together constitute nature’ 
— and they could be understood by the human mind in a way that God could 
not be.'® 

Lamarck then shifted key to take up one of his favourite themes, the moral 
importance of the study of nature, including man. He did not use the term 
‘moral’ here; instead he claimed that knowledge of nature would help man 
know about his physical being, his preservation, his behaviour, and his relations 
with his fellow men.'? Whereas Lamarck kept God and nature neatly distinct, 
man and nature are completely intertwined. Man is part of nature because he 
is subject to its laws, yet he is the only part of nature capable of understanding 
it. He ought to study nature for his own well-being, yet he perpetually mis- 
understands and projects his feelings onto nature. Lamarck used the example 
of monstrosities to illustrate this last point: 


Certain irregularities in nature’s acts, certain monstrosities which appear contrary to the 
ordinary workings of nature, reversals in the ordering of physical objects... are none- 
theless the proper product of nature’s laws and of the prevailing circumstances... . 
The word chance expresses only our ignorance of causes.” 


Lamarck’s repudiation of natural disorder does not, of course, mean that he 
saw everything as being under the governing hand of God. On the contrary 
it expresses his commitment to coherent explanation based on universal 
natural laws. Chance has no place in such laws. We attribute disorder to 
nature when something annoys or distresses us. What followed in Lamarck’s 
discussion of ‘nature’ was an elaborate justification of the study of nature by 
that creature whose place within it, and, as natural historian and philosopher, 
outside it, is so complex. The programme set out here and in many other 
places in his writings linked natural history with natural philosophy. The 
empirical study of nature — Lamarck did much detailed natural historical 
work during his life — only made sense within a larger philosophical frame- 
work. This broad programme engaged with a wide range of issues and was a 
blend of epistemological, metaphysical and moral considerations. He found 
social questions in general and ethical ones in particular to be integral to his 
Science, 

Lamarck’s ‘psychology’ was central to his philosophy of nature. It is best 
understood in terms of contemporary interest in the science of man. Indeed, 


18. Lamarck, 1820, pp. 52-3. 
19. Ibid., p. 55. 
20. Ibid., p. 59, his emphasis. 
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he shared many of the central interests of that field, especially as articulated by 
his contemporaries, the sdéologues, who placed themselves in the traditions of 
Locke and Condillac by insisting that all knowledge derives from the senses.”' 
Lamarck’s commitment to this position is clearly vital, as it spurred him to 
think through a naturalistic account of the nervous system and to reject any 
mental faculties, such as will and imagination, not strictly compatible with such 
an account. He downgraded those human activities that come under what he 
called ‘the field of fictions’. By contrast, knowledge of nature acquired the 
status of the paradigm of all knowledge, and it was uniquely valuable to human 
beings. Lamarck took a dim view of those who strayed beyond ‘the field of 
reality’, declaring: ‘it is forbidden for man to leave it’. He moved effortlessly 
from what it was possible for human beings to know, given their organisation 
and that of nature, to how they ought to conduct themselves generally. In so 
doing, his natural philosophy spoke to a wide range of social, moral and ethical 
questions. It has to be said that Lamarck was no moral philosopher; he dis- 
played a simplistic view of what the study and knowledge of nature promised: 
‘man’, he said, ‘would conform more easily to natural laws, and escape from 
evil of all kinds’.” 

Through his dialogue with other perspectives on God, man and nature, 
Lamarck attempted to elaborate a world-view in which his transformism played 
an integral part. Organic change was a paradigm case of nature’s labours, of the 
successive production of bodies, to be explained naturalistically in terms of 
adaptation, habit, and so on. In this sense Lamarck gave nature a history even 
if his understanding of history lacked elements such as contingency. Lamarck 
both consciously constructed an alternative to a number of positions that he 
saw as determined by prior theological commitments, and offered an entire 
philosophical package, a blueprint for society as well as for science — in other 
words, a cosmology. 

In Lamarck’s account, the history of nature has no real beginning. The 
history of life has, even if no date can be assigned to the appearance of the first 
organised being. He consistently emphasised the antiquity of the earth, but he 
had no means of conceptualising the initial act that brought the universe into 
being. We might say that this was because he was content to let the traditional 
biblical account stand, possibly to avoid giving unnecessary offence, or we 
might suggest that conceptualising a unique event within a naturalistic per- 
spective designed to explain routine occurrences is extraordinarily difficult 
in itself. Either way, Lamarck did not offer a new view of the very beginning 
of existence. On the other hand, he did suggest that new beginnings were 
constantly occurring. His commitment to spontaneous generation — the 
ceaseless re-enactment of the history of life — to organic change and to the 
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perpetual decay and reconstruction of physical bodies rendered the notion 
of a first, unique beginning less significant than it was in the Judeo-Christian 
tradition. | 

The little beginnings characteristic of Lamarck’s natural philosophy had no 
special meaning for the human condition; they simply arose from the normal 
operations of nature’s laws. Ultimately, Lamarck was able to derive a moral 
code from his philosophy of nature, but spontaneous generation contained no 
mythic implications in the way that, for example, the story of the garden of 
Eden does. He did not offer a strictly comparable account, although his writ- 
ings could be seen as a loose alternative to traditional creation myths. But they 
offered a different kind of explanation, by emphasising workaday natural pro- 
cesses rather than cosmic meanings. 

As part of his cosmology, Lamarck attempted to account comprehensively 
for a wide range of human phenomena, including suffering. I have already 
noted his fierce exclusion of chance and error from nature. From this it fol- 
lowed that, because man is a part of nature, things that go amiss for him 
cannot be explained in such terms. Nor, of course, can they be explained by 
some outside agency such as a devil; they have to be understood naturalistically. 
It must be admitted that Lamarck’s attempts to produce a naturalistic account 
of social inequality, for example, were crude and simplistic. Yet this may be less 
important than the fact that he attempted to deal with such issues within his 
natural philosophical framework. 

An interesting example is Lamarck’s explanation of suicide, which he claimed 
must result from a disturbance of the nervous system. Yet because aversion to 
death was, for him, a basic propensity (following well-established traditions 
in political philosophy in which the preservation of life was an important 
instinct), he was reduced to saying that ‘suicide is the result of an unhealthy 
state in which the ordinary laws of nature are inverted’. In Lamarck’s own 
terms this was hardly a satisfactory response, because he presented natural laws 
as fixed, universal and incapable of inversion. 

Lamarck’s attempts to account for inequality naturalistically were probably 
influenced by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Like Rousseau, Lamarck criticised the 
social state for its inequality and artificiality, and for the tendencies of groups 
to exploit each other. Rousseau’s Dascours sur Porigine de linégahté (1754) not only 
offered a model of how gradual change can be explained naturalistically, but 
articulated powerful images of nature and society and the antagonism between 
them.” Lamarck and Rousseau also shared an interest in how man came to be 
as he is, and both were deeply ambivalent about the human race. Indeed, 
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Lamarck’s transformism is notable for the ambivalent status it gave to man. 
In the order of production, man is very much a newcomer. Yet, at the same 
time, he occupies a special position as the only part of nature capable of 
understanding it. This privilege came ‘naturally’; it is merely a by-product of 
organic superiority. However, man is also uniquely destructive. Only he causes 
the extinction of other species. Man represents the summit of nature’s powers 
and the only element of disruption. Lamarck thought of the negative side of 
human beings as the product of society rather than of nature. And because 
nature is still in the process of unfolding, the human race cannot be the ulti- 
mate goal towards which nature/God works. Man’s ascendancy would prove 
temporary if more complex beings emerged. 

Although formally God takes priority in Lamarck’s philosophy, He is absent 
from the history of nature and of life. Insofar as there is conflict in the world, 
it is within nature — among men and between human beings and the rest of 
nature. This conflict can be used pragmatically to help achieve a better under- 
standing of where the human race went wrong, it has no cosmic meaning. 
Lamarck’s refusal to give unquestioned centrality to human beings was consist- 
ent with his resistance to any suggestion that nature is a book to be decoded 
in the service of revealing its author. Nature embodies no personality — it 
remains blind, limited, law-like and labouring, There is no book of nature and 
hence neither authors nor readers — all ideas central to natural theology. 

Many of the central arguments found in natural theological writings go back 
to the ancient world, yet it was not until the second half of the seventeenth 
century that the genre became well-established. At a popular level it persisted 
throughout the nineteenth century, with the Bridgewater Treatises, published in 
the 1830s, boasting among their authors some of the most distinguished names 
of the period. Paley’s Natural Theology represents a cogent summary of the 
central tenets of a natural theological approach that flowered in the eighteenth 
century.” By the time of its publication in 1802, there were not only a number 
of well-established and distinct traditions of natural theology, but also a body 
of opinion strongly critical of it. A full history of natural theology in the 
eighteenth century remains to be written, and, until it is, placing Paley in a wide 
intellectual context remains difficult. However, his extensive influence together 
with the systematic way he approached his subject qualifies him as an exemplar 
of one style of thinking about God as the author of nature. Another style is 
represented by Lamarck’s compatriot, Chateaubriand, and it is also appropriate 
to draw from his work in order to reveal the range of themes implicit in natural 
theology. 

Natural theology took as its central image God the designer or contriver, 
and it was to this that Lamarck created an alternative. Natural theological 
language implied an analogy between God’s creative acts and man’s productive 
ones, or, strictly speaking, between the relationship God has with nature and 
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the ones human beings have with artefacts. Although it had powerful rhetorical 
potential, the analogy was by no means unproblematic, as can be seen, for 
example, in the Leibniz—Clarke controversy, where Leibniz objected to an 
argument that ‘supposes God to perceive things... by a kind of perception, 
such as that by which men fancy our soul percetves what passes in the body’. 
At the end of the century, however, Thomas Reid revived the direct analogy 
between man and God, which had been subject to sustained attack, when he 
likened human intentional movements to the will of God.*’ In many other 
natural theological writings the analogy was used with little self-consciousness. 
By inviting their readers to imagine God as artisan and master craftsman, natural 
theologians blurred the very boundaries between creation and production that 
Lamarck was so concerned to strengthen. At the same time, they conveyed a 
sense of the profound gap between God and human beings. There were a 
number of different ways in which natural theologians achieved this double 
effect of similarity and difference, often generating considerable conceptual 
tensions in the process. 

René de Chateaubriand, a romantic, reactionary, aristocratic writer and dip- 
lomat, who was deeply committed to Catholicism, came to natural theology 
with a set of assumptions quite distinct from those of the middle-class, Prot- 
estant, rationalist divine and moral philosopher William Paley. Chateaubriand 
telied heavily on visual reactions to nature as the trigger of sublime thoughts 
of an emotional and spiritual kind. The wonders of nature draw human beings, 
nature and God together in a transcendent movement. Nature is dense with 
visual indicators of the divine presence. It is also conceptualised as a language: 
‘Among men, tombs are the pages of their history; nature, by contrast, only 
prints on living things; she/it needs neither granite nor marble to make eternal 
that which she/it writes.’ Behind the inscribing hand of nature lay the ultimate 
author, God. Here Chateaubriand could unite God, man and nature by show- 
ing how they all write, yet he could also show that they do so in different ways. 
God, like man, makes things, but unlike man, His productions are not limited. 

Chateaubriand used natural signs to link human life to its providential 
Creator by showing, for example, how the seasons have their markers that 
were recognised by people long before formal calendars existed. He characterised 
such knowledge as a form of divination. Chateaubriand’s natural world is the 
occasion for human sensual pleasure, a temple for spiritual contemplation and 
a source of knowledge of basic rhythms and processes. It carries meaning in 
a number of different ways; it signifies at many different levels. Chateaubriand 
also used the familiar arguments about adaptation, design and purpose, yet he 
deployed none of the artisanal or technological vocabulary that was so central 
to Paley’s writings. Hence his description of fish as ‘real hydrostatic machine[s]’ 
stands out as exceptional.” 
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28. Chateaubriand, 1966, vol. I, p. 164. I have put she/it because it is hard to assess the degree to which 
French writers intended the personification implied by ‘she’. 

29. Ibid., p. 157. 


58 


NATURE’S POWERS 


In sum, Chateaubriand presented the similarities and differences between 
the human and the divine by using the powerful visual impact of nature to 
draw the mind from that which is clearly and intentionally made to the being 
capable of such creation. That for him God’s role was associated with sensual 
and spiritual delight is revealed in his choice of the word ordonnateur, which 
includes, among other more sombre meanings, organiser of festivities and master 
of ceremonies. Yet Chateaubriand’s was no domesticated God — He is in places 
of wild beauty and of solitude, a God of the desert not of the workshop. The 
contrast between Chateaubriand and Lamarck could not be more marked. 
Lamarck characterised nature as ‘limited’ because produced, as always subject 
to definable laws, whereas Chateaubriand refused any such constraint on the 
freedom of God’s creativity, which he saw everywhere. In an apt image, Lamarck, 
whose descriptions lack visual richness, presented nature as blind. The blind- 
ness of nature suggests that it is self-contained; unable, as it were, to look 
outside itself. Nature is also without intention and and hence incapable of 
generating the providential signs that Chateaubriand discovered in abundance. 

While Paley too conveyed wonder and pleasure in his arguments, his images 
differ from Chateaubriand’s. He also stands in a somewhat different relation- 
ship to Lamarck, in that many of his arguments constitute a direct repudiation 
of the central tenets of transformism. I am not suggesting that this was inten- 
tional, although it is possible that he knew, and sought to refute, Erasmus 
Darwin’s theories.” Paley, being steeped in eighteenth-century natural history 
traditions and in turn-of-the century English reactions to events in France, 
knew exactly where the threats to his belief system lay. Where Chateaubriand 
appealed to the reader’s emotional response, inviting them to think not logic- 
ally but in terms of emotionally-charged visual correspondences, Paley took a 
more rationalistic route. 

Paley likened God’s relationship to nature to that of human beings to their 
products, by presenting Him as a designer, contriver, carpenter, gardener, and 
so on. At the same time, he reinforced the differences between God and man 
by depicting ‘art’, in the eighteenth-century sense, as inferior to nature with 
respect to the skill it displays. Man and God are both makers, a point Paley 
stressed in order to show that the maker is always unlike that which he makes. 
In both cases, the signs of craftsmanship have a material existence and hence 
act as signifiers of the author. Yet any similarity between God and man ends 
when the level of skill is considered. The degree of fit between a humanly 
produced mechanism/machine and the purpose it is intended to fulfil hardly 
compares with God’s — a discrepancy exemplified for Paley by the difficulty a 
workman would have designing a device to do all the things a spine can: 


The chain of a watch, (I mean the chain which passes between the spring-barrel and 


fusee,) which aims at the same properties, is but a bungling ptece of workmanship in 
comparison with that of which we speak |i.e. the structure of the spine].” 
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Or again: 


In no apparatus put together by art, and for the purposes of art, do I know such 
multifarious uses so aptly combined, as in the natural organisation of the human 
mouth; or where the structure, compared with the uses is so simple. ... The mouth . . . is 
one machine.” 


This last sentence makes clear why Paley insisted on using man-made objects 
in his argument. We, as readers, can imagine the purposiveness of producing 
objects in which every detail serves some rational end. At the same time, we 
experience ourselves as separate from the tools we use, the process of manu- 
facturing and the end-product. Paley’s repeated stress on the mechanical char- 
acter of organs reinforces the side of his argument that lures the reader into 
identifying human and divine capacities, while his stress on the fine, supremely 
beautiful fit between form and function affirms a sense of human inadequacy 
in the face of God’s superior skill.’ Both God and man, therefore, can be 
agents, causes, designers, authors and contrivers. Yet God alone has a single, 
total, overarching plan— a fact that Paley thought explained similarities be- 
tween living things — and possesses the aesthetic capacities to generate true 
beauty. 

Although Paley recognised that plants and animals were quite distinct, his 
emphasis on the gap between maker and made put them on a par with inani- 
mate objects — both are ‘passive, unconscious substances’.”’ Now the profound 
differences between Paley and Lamarck can be appreciated. For the former, a 
creative designer acts upon matter in a manner modelled on intention and will. 
By contrast, Lamarck moved the action away from a transcendental level and 
into nature, and more particularly into organic nature. Paley, it is clear, was 
perfectly aware of such arguments, for he explicitly countered them by ridicul- 
ing the idea that the parts themselves could contribute to their own form — a 
proposition that was absurd to him because he saw the plan and materials used 
to execute it as separate categories. Once activity was allowed to be present in 
natural things themselves, the uniqueness of God was subtly undermined. Paley’s 
language of machines made the possibility that habit and the environment 
contributed to organic form, as Lamarck argued, seem preposterous. 

Lamarck’s task was to generate a fresh language appropriate to a naturalistic 
account of the historical changes organic forms had undergone. There were no 
suitable pre-existing models in natural philosophical discourse for him to draw 
upon, and there was certainly none that had the empirical richness or sensual 
immediacy of Paley’s writings. Like Chateaubriand, Paley appeals to the eye. 
But he does so not in a spirit of pleasure, but of rational instruction: 
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A plain observer of the animal oeconomy may spare himself the disgust of being 
present at human dissections, and yet learn enough for his information and satisfac- 
tion, by even examining the bones of the animals which come upon his table.” 


He put the same point more succinctly when he said, ‘in every part of ana- 
tomy, description is a poor substitute for inspection’. Like watches, plants and 
animals, pipes, automata, engines, flood gates, pumps and pistons were easy 
to visualise. But when Lamarck tried to describe the actions of the nervous 
system without lapsing into mechanistic explanations he had no such fund 
of images to draw upon. Paley, in other words, could employ a language of 
machines because he treated physical mechanisms as signs of God. Lamarck 
rejected the language of contrivance because it could not adequately express 
the dynamism within nature and especially in organic beings, which he did not 
perceive as machine-like. In repudiating assumptions and forms of argument 
based on a system of decoding nature to reveal God, Lamarck cut himself off 
from a long-established tradition. His careful definitions of words, such as crea- 
tion and production, were attempts to recast the terms of reference of natural 
philosophy so that a naturalistic, transformist world-view could emerge. Com- 
paring Lamarck with the natural theologians, we can see not only that they em- 
ployed different images and metaphors, but that these were both rooted in and 
expressions of distinct modes of inference, methods and metaphysical systems. 

The natural theologies of Paley and Chateaubriand, and the natural philo- 
sophy of Lamarck, expressed broad cultural concerns. The nature of God 
was clearly of prime interest to Paley, whose language was blatantly anthropo- 
morphic. Lamarck, by contrast, considered the subject not amenable to rational 
discourse. The difference between them cannot be described solely in terms 
of content — what they believed — because it was a matter of how they con- 
ceived the human mind to arrive at its ideas. It is significant that Paley must be 
seen as both a rationalist and an empiricist: that is, he wanted all beliefs to be 
attived at through the use of reason, and, just as fervently, he wanted the direct 
observation of nature to form the basis for religious experience. 

Both Chateaubriand and Paley used the idea of the world of nature as a 
temple.” Temples were places where, for Chateaubriand, the individual soul 
communes with God; for Paley, where rational contemplation of the deity 
occurs. Because Paley held that God’s existence and character must be totally 
demonstrable by a blend of reason and observation, he could plausibly stress 
the mechanical qualities of natural objects. God is a maker whose contrivances 
contain no mystery. Chateaubriand, however, held that there is mystery in 
profusion; the wonders of nature suggest the divine creator more by virtue of 
emotional than rational force. Whereas Paley’s natural theology was closely tied 
to his moral and political philosophy, Chateaubriand’s was linked with his fictional 
writings and his political commitment to the reinstatement of legitimate authority 
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— both religious and secular — in France. A similar point can be made with 
respect to Lamarck, whose denial of the relevance of God to natural philosophy 
and assertion of a secular, naturalistic approach to society were expressions of 
well-established clusters of ideas with political dimensions. 

In this period the ideological implications of a naturalistic approach to 
organic phenomena were widely debated. Transformism was particularly 
controversial politically. The special intensity of discussions in natural history, 
natural philosophy and medicine during the 1790s is now becoming clear. 
The most dramatic general features of the decade are well known, and their 
ideological impact has been widely discussed: the French Revolution, and par- 
ticularly the execution of the king, and the reign of terror; the crisis surround- 
ing the English Poor Laws; the impact of European war; artisanal radicalism; 
and the consolidation of American autonomy. Broadly, the decade saw, first, 
successful challenges to authority, especially of a patriarchal nature, and then a 
reaction against these challenges, culminating, in the first decade of the nine- 
teenth century, in what I call elsewhere the authoritarian response. Hierarchical 
forms of power were reasserted, social stability sought, and the interests of 
the propertied elites defended. Integral to this process of reassertion were the 
imperialism of Napoleon, the revival of Catholic values in France, especially the 
Concordat with the Pope and the writings of Chateaubriand, the rediscovery 
of political-cum-social hierarchy and traditional values, and the flowering of 
‘Romanticism’ in Britain and France, with its celebration of an inner life and 
of individual creative genius. The impact of such large-scale social and cultural 
movements on science and medicine is charted in work on early phrenology, 
the Lunar Society of Birmingham and networks of radical doctors and natural 
philosophers, the organisation of French science and the ‘birth of the clinic’, 
Historians of philosophy have confirmed the special quality of the period 
during which the political stakes invested in the world of ideas were particularly 
visible.* 

Ideas of authority and power at this time were closely bound up with pre- 
vailing notions of hierarchy: we can trace shared themes in natural knowledge, 
natural theology, philosophy, literature and political thought precisely because 
how and whether ideologies were to be naturalised was such a live issue. There 
were several, intertwining hierarchies in the thought of the period, through 
which the respective powers of God, nature and the human race were con- 
ceptualised: God, King, fathers, women, children and servants; the chain of 
being; God, Pope, clergy and laity; mind and body; complex animals . . . simple 
animals; First, Second and Third estates. To evoke one of these was to evoke 
others. The overlap between the hierarchies derives not just from the fact that 
they evinced a shared preoccupation with power, order and authority, but 
also from their expression in a common language. There was a limited set of 
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guiding metaphors that encouraged the transfer of meanings between the series 
— tulership, fatherhood, authorship, sovereignty, jurisdiction, ownership and 
degrees of spiritual or physical perfection. But to the sense of how deeply 
fraught overlapping vocabularies of power were in this period, we must add 
another dimension if we are to appreciate fully the significance of the creation/ 
production distinction. It was a pivot around which stories were told, stories 
best understood as myths of creation. 

Creation myths are stories about beginnings and about how things came to 
be.” They do not just account for the origin of the universe, but also for the 
place of human beings within it, their relations with their Gods and with 
worldly forms of authority. Thus, they must provide acceptable accounts of 
origins and speak to predominant human preoccupations, especially the nature 
of suffering, By providing frameworks of meaning, they address political, so- 
cial, psychological, theological and aesthetic questions in such a way that these 
elements ate closely bound together. There are a number of reasons for view- 
ing Lamarck’s transformism in this mythological context. He wrote at a time 
when myths of creation were being reconceptualised as primary vehicles for 
thinking about the nature of creation and for interpreting human existence. 
Indeed, it is possible to see evolutionary theories in general as offering versions 
of creation myths.”’ There were already many rich texts that sought to articulate 
these matters, but one that appeared in the same year as Lamarck published his 
definition of nature is particularly striking. There can be no doubt that Mary 
Shelley’s Frankenstein raises questions about the distinction between creation 
and production.” It does so most obviously by showing the limitations of 
human capacities when applied to ends normally attainable only through the 
power of God. When a person strives to be a creator, the prerogative of God, 
he becomes in fact a mere producer. 

It has been argued that Frankenstein must be seen in the context of the 
Romantic preoccupation with creation myths, and more particularly with at- 
tempts to rewrite, subvert and invent them.” In the novel, the ‘modern 
Prometheus’ clearly and knowingly transgresses the boundary between creation 
and production. He makes, or produces, a being that should either be gener- 
ated biologically through reproduction or be created by God. The point is not 
just that Frankenstein assumes God-like creative powers, but that in the pro- 
cess he undertakes the wrong sort of production. It is necessary, therefore, to 
differentiate between the two sorts of production at issue in frankenstein — the 
one biological, the other artificial — and this requires two major distinctions. First, 
human biological (re)production results from the union of male and female. 
Two different elements produce a third; Frankenstein, by contrast, undertakes 
his production alone. Secondly, a foetus grows as a unity; it is always an integral 
whole, whereas Frankenstein’s creation is pieced together from different 


39. Cantor, 1984; Shklar, 1972; Maclagen, 1977. 

40. This theme is explored in Beer, 1983. 

41. Poovey, 1980; Levine and and Knoepfimacher, 1983; Shelley, 1985. Frankenstein appeared in French 
in 1821. A stimulating recent interpretation is Musselwhite, 1987, ch. 3. See also Chapter 4 of this volume. 

42. Cantor, 1984, esp. ch. 4. 


63 


NATURE DISPLAYED: NATURAL POLARITIES 


bodies, stitched into a spurious integrity by its maker’s hand. The monster was 
denied the experience of physical growth.” To these two kinds of production 
— biological and artificial — we can contrast a third, the one evoked by Lamarck, 
for whom nature’s actions are a form of labour. Production is what nature 
does: it is a system of laws, acting uniformly in time and space. Production, like 
human labour, takes time, works sequentially and is a material process. 

There are a number of ways in which the novel develops the production/ 
labour theme. It emphasises the arduous and unclear work Frankenstein under- 
takes, the difficulties he has in finding the right bits and piecing them together 
propertly, and the poor results he achieves. The monster is not beautiful but 
repellent because he bears the marks of his method of assembly. Everyone 
who sees him treats him as abhorrent. His appearance is a cruel parody of the 
aesthetic qualities of nature. When the monster is heard telling his own story, 
it becomes perfectly clear that his appearance has caused him problems. His 
voice indicates a sympathetic person, aware, reflective and, initially, warm. The 
poignancy of his story rests precisely on the radical disjunction between his 
inner life and his external appearance; it is on the basis of the latter that people 
judge him. His appearance indicates that he is neither a true creature of God, 
nor a natural child of a woman, but a mere product of a man. 

Here the novel has special relevance for science and for natural theology. 
The assumption that human internal qualities could be inferred from external 
appearances remained widespread in the life sciences and medicine of the 
early nineteenth century, although it was not without its critics. Indeed, the 
physiognomic mode of inference had been a paradigmatic form of thinking 
for centuries.” The monster suffers and ultimately becomes evil because he is 
a victim of the unthinking application of this approach. There are two issues 
here, both of them germane to my theme. First, reactions to the monster cause 
us to question the propriety of a pattern of inference that moves from external 
traits to internal ones. Second, these reactions of revulsion are based on the 
accurate perception that there was indeed something amiss with the monster’s 
appearance, which carried the signs of its improper construction. Mary Shelley 
thus called into question some settled assumptions by demonstrating the dra- 
matic disparity between inner life and outward appearance. The relationship 
between inside and outside had traditionally been used to infer the presence of 
God in nature and the presence of the soul or emotions in human beings. 
Because the mental life of human beings was strongly identified with God, 
there was more than a formal analogy involved. At issue was a form of think- 
ing that sanctioned inference from (physical) visual signifiers to a (spiritual) 
invisible signified. 
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man who offers him any compassion. 

45. Jordanova, 1986a and 1993a; Bryson, 1981, ch. 2; Tytler, 1982, Shookman, 1993. 
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The relationship between outside and inside, nature and God, seen and 
unseen, becomes all the more interesting in the light of a recent interpretation 
of Rousseau’s Discours sur lorigine de linégalité as a major source of Romantic 
creation myths. From a non-physiognomical perspective, Rousseau suggested 
that a crucial moment in the development of the human race comes when 
people see themselves through the eyes of others, when there is a potential 
tension between self-perceptions and the judgements of others looking only 
at the outsides of their fellows: 


The savage lives within himself; the sociable man, always outside of himself, knows 
how to live only in the opinions of others; and it is, so to speak, from their judgment 
alone that he draws the sentiment of his own existence.” 


For Rousseau, this psychological turning point is indicative of the growing 
attificiality of society. More elaborate social arrangements encourage the devel- 
opment of ‘masks’, which promote self-interest and greed. In explaining the 
nature and genesis of human society, Rousseau made extensive use of a distinc- 
tion between an inner and an outer man. 

Rousseau’s struggles to define ‘nature’ were deeply influential, specifically 
because he offered a naturalistic account of historical changes in human exist- 
ence. These changes were not, of course, historical in the sense of chronicling 
events known to have taken place in particular societies, but by virtue of pro- 
posing a sequence of hypothetical processes, each emerging out of the previous 
one. This constituted a model for the transformist view of natural history, not 
unlike Lamarck’s. Indeed, Lamarck seized the opportunity to include human 
interaction within his scheme, and he did so in terms recognisably derived 
from Rousseau. Rousseau’s discourse spoke to the creation/production distinc- 
tion by focusing on the production of human society, a process to be rationally 
reconstructed by examining its successive stages. It offered a fresh view of the 
present state of human existence in relation to a distant, almost mythical past 
—a state of nature. By tracing changes as much for their psychological as for 
their social and political implications, Rousseau was able to address many of 
the central issues embedded in creation myths. 

Thus the significance of judging the monster from his appearance can now 
be specified more precisely. It is his ugliness, in fact, that first impels his creator 
to reject him. Later, the monster comes to recognise his gruesome body as the 
cause of his outcast status. In both natural theology and aesthetic theory it 
had become customary to compare the beauty of God’s work in nature with 
the inferiority of human achievements. Mortal makers can never equal the 
Creator."” Frankenstein’s monster is ugly because he was produced by man and 
constructed by illegitimate means. His ugliness denotes the violation of the 
distinction between creation and production that led to his existence. The 
beauty of nature, by contrast, is not just the sign of God’s superior handiwork; 


46. Quoted in Cantor, 1984, p. 126. 
47. e.g. Hogarth, 1955, pp. 85~7; Paley, 1836-38, vol. I, p. 67. 
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it also serves as a constant reminder of the aptness of God?’s intelligence in 
fitting form so perfectly with function. Beauty and adaptation are two sides of 
the same coin — creation. The discrepancy between God’s work and human 
productions is visually registered both in terms of aesthetic quality and in terms 
of functional fit. Those who refuse to accept the limited role human beings 
have been assigned are transgressors. 

Anxieties about the distinction between creation and production were 
hardly confined to Lamarck’s natural philosophy. Mary Shelley explicitly links 
both terms to science and to myth. Like other Romantics, she was deeply 
indebted to Rousseau, who was also a significant influence on Lamarck. The 
naturalistic method of Rousseau and Lamarck was historical and implicitly 
anti-physiognomic. It opened the way for a transformist mode of thinking that 
did not just assert organic change as a fact, but sought to reorientate the way 
people looked at nature and at society. In order to do this, the pre-existing 
alternative — natural theology — had to be disposed of. It was a difficult task, 
because this way of viewing nature and society had many ramifications across 
a wide spectrum of issues. My purpose has been to suggest that much of 
Lamarck’s work was dedicated to this end, hence its preoccupations with 
definitions and method, with epistemology and classification, and its lack of 
visual engagement with nature. 

Lamarck was the main thinker in the first decade of the nineteenth century 
who attempted to generate a language through which a new science of living 
things, sensitive to historical change, could be developed. Among the precon- 
ditions for this science were the ability to encompass all organic phenonmena, 
including human thought and behaviour, in a single naturalistic framework, 
purging references to agents external to nature from scientific thinking, the 
explanation of each level of organic complexity in terms of the preceding one, 
and demonstrating the basis of all faculties to be in organ systems. Lamarck’s 
project therefore had to achieve two closely related goals: eliminating God, soul 
and vital principles from scientific discourse, and demonstrating the sufficiency 
of natural processes as their own explanation. To attain these, Lamarck had to 
undercut a physiognomic mode of thought, which drew people to search for 
natural signs, and then to decode them as evidence of a quite distinct and 
higher level of existence. For him it was necessary to stay with the phenomena. 

I want to insist on the historical specificity of Lamarck’s project. At just 
the moment when he was developing his full transformism, Paley published 
his Natural Theology. Although both writers emerged from eighteenth-century 
‘rationalist’ traditions, yet, with Lamarck’s theories, there came a radical split 
between a physiognomic and an anti-physiognomic mentality: Paley saw visual 
indicators of a divine author; Lamarck used abstract terms to reconstruct na- 
ture’s processes. Natural theology was based on the idea that nature contained 
the palpable signs of God’s creative hand. It was, in a sense, the equivalent of 
history painting, where great stories could be read in the canvas.” In order for 


48. Bryson, 1981, ch. 2; Puttfarken, 1985. 
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natural theology to work effectively the evidence of design had to be utterly 
unambiguous, so that the story of the creation could readily be appreciated. 
This led Paley to stress repeatedly the mechanical nature of organic structures 
and processes. Just as human beings build their intentions into the objects they 
make, so does God. 

Yet there was a danger here for natural theology. Paley’s consistent use of 
a language of artisanship drew the reader inexorably to liken God to an artisan 
—an attisan whose work necessarily lacks mystery, because his design is totally 
transparent in what he makes. This language works against his own argument 
for God’s transcendent existence and attributes, because it so readily identified 
God with man. Paley sought to reintroduce the mystery of God in two ways. 
First he argued that God has a total guiding plan, unlike human beings who 
plan only individual projects. There is magnitude and magnificence in God’s 
plan that sets it apart from human designs, giving it an additional dimension. 
Secondly, Paley pointed to the beauty in God’s work, which far surpasses 
anything people can achieve. In its scope and its aesthetic qualities, creation 
sutpasses production. While it was also possible to evoke God’s mystery, as 
Chateaubriand did, by stressing an emotional response to the providential 
aspects of nature, seen less as mechanisms than as marvels, for both writers, 
an intense visual engagement with nature was none the less fundamental to 
their project of finding God in nature. 

Lamarck’s transformism can now be placed in a larger context. It spoke 
to a vety wide range of issues of the time, although these often remained 
implicit. By redefining terms such as creation, production, life and nature, 
Lamarck tried to generate a language purged of unwelcome theological asso- 
ciations, and to distance himself from natural philosophical traditions that 
tejected a science of life rooted in change over time, that is, in production. 
He wanted to set in place a vocabulary appropriate not just to his scientific 
concerns, but to his social and political interests, and for this the distinction 
between creation and production was essential. It embodied his metaphysics, 
his methodology and his social philosophy. It could work in many different 
ways and with considerable force because the two terms touched people so 
deeply. Creation and production not only stood at the very heart of the 
Christian tradition, which makes fundamental distinctions between begetting, 
that is, re-production, and creating, they also expressed concerns so basic to 
human existence that it is hard to articulate them without banality. What acts 
are people capable of? What kinds of things can they make? Is making babies, 
books, knowledge and machines the same kind of process? Can we imagine a 
non-human kind of making? What responsibilities does the maker owe to the 
made? The questions are as endless as the cultural possibilities they evoke. 
Lamarck’s transformism, formulated in the absence of pre-existing models 
for the kind of scientific discourse he wished to generate, raised just such 
questions, answered them in an original manner, and did so in a context that 
gave debates about creation and production both a wide application and a 
sense of urgency. 
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Note: Throughout this chapter, I have, for the sake of simplicity, used ‘man’ as 
it was employed by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writers. Such a conven- 
tion implies no approval of the term itself. 

The translations from the French of Lamarck and Chateaubriand are my 
own. 
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Melancholy Reflection: 
Constructing an Identity for 
Unveilers of Nature 


When Victor Frankenstein finally left his secluded home for the University of 
Ingolstadt following his mother’s death, his feelings were ambivalent — loss 
combined with desire: 


I...indulged in the most melancholy reflection...I was now alone. My life had 
hitherto been remarkably secluded and domestic... I believed myself totally unfitted 
for the company of strangers... as I proceeded, my spirits and hopes rose. I ardently 
desired the acquisition of knowledge ...my desires were complied with . . .' 


Shelley’s choice of the term ‘melancholy’ was apt, since it encapsulated ambi- 
valence. Although it suggested sad, gloomy and mournful feelings, it also 
evoked a sense of pleasure, of the delicious self-indulgence of such feelings. 
Melancholza was a disease, a neurosis, in the terminology of William Cullen, 
‘characterised by erroneous judgement’. One image of melancholy, a looser 
term, which in the early nineteenth century carried both medical and general 
emotional connotations, associated it with refined, learned and civilised men. 
While melancholy could be pathological, it also expressed the superior sensibilities 
of an intellectual elite.” Frankenstein’s inability to keep his intimate, domestic 
self in a healthy balance with his thirst for knowledge, both of which had a 
melancholic aspect, constitutes the central monstrosity that the novel explores. 


1. Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, 1985, p. 89. All subsequent references to Shelley’s text are from this edition, 
edited by Maurice Hindle and hereafter cited as Shelley, 1985. Recently, scholars have been increasingly 
attentive to the differences between the 1818 and 1831 editions of the work. Hindle uses the 1831 edition. 
For a selection of recent work on the novel see Bann, 1994. 

2. Morris, Kendrick et a/, 1807; the definition of ‘melancholia’ is in vol. IT, not paginated. Definitions 
of melancholy and its cognates in the Oxjord English Dictionary are also illuminating. On melancholy see 
Lepenies, 1992. Also relevant is Lawrence and Shapin, 1998, esp. ch. 2 by Iliffe. Some paintings by Joseph 
Wright of Derby could be said to touch on ‘melancholy’ in their exploration of the relationships between 
natural knowledge, the boundaries between life and death, contemplation, and introspection. Indeed Wright's 
Hermit Studying Anatomy of 1771-73 was used for the cover of the Penguin edition of Frankenstein. Equally 
interesting are The Alchemist, in search of the Philosopher's Stone, Discovers Phosphorus (exh. 1771; teworked and 
dated ‘1791’), Miravan Opening the Tomb of his Ancestors (1772), the portrait of Brooke Boothby (1781), and The 
Indian Widow (1785); see Nicolson, 1968, and Egerton, 1990. It is perhaps significant that Wright painted 
Erasmus Darwin, who is so often mentioned in connection with Frankenstein, five times. 
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Far from being a simple, moralistic tale of masculinist, scientific overreach- 
ing, drawing on simple definitions of ‘science’, ‘medicine’ or ‘surgery’, Frankenstein 
is a remarkably precise exploration of the internal conflicts felt by practitioners 
in a variety of fields, which we can conveniently yoke together as ‘natural 
knowledge’, and which are examined by Shelley with acuity. These conflicts are 
also historically specific, since they surfaced at a time when the expectations 
and claims of men of science and of medicine were disproportionate to their 
actual status and power. This mismatch was all the more frustrating because 
the idiom of scientific heroism, which became increasingly widely available in 
the first three decades of the nineteenth century, was enticing and seductive, 
yet insufficiently backed up by state support and cultural rewards.’ Instability, 
uncertainty, ambiguity — these are key themes of Shelley’s text, and they are 
explored with particular power through the account of his life that Frankenstein 
gives to Walton, the Arctic explorer. Walton’s character, like Frankenstein’s, is 
portrayed as an uneasy mix. On the one hand he is a daring explorer, a student 
of nature, possessed of an ‘ardent curiosity’ and of a desire to triumph over 
the elements, while on the other he is an isolated, lonely daydreamer, who is 
ultimately a failure. Walton and Frankenstein recognise their kinship, as the 
latter asks the former: ‘Do you share my madness?” 

In order to pursue this argument I need to summatise Frankenstein’s struc- 
ture and then to advance on two fronts, first by discussing the key chapters 
of Shelley’s text, and second by analysing some of the issues portrayals of 
‘scientists’ and ‘doctors’ raised in her time. In passing we must consider these 
occupational terms and note the anachronism if not of ‘doctor’ then certainly 
of ‘scientist’. Although the term itself was not coined until the 1830s, there was 
nonetheless a sense well before then of men grouped together into some kind 
of collective, with shared concerns and values, and above all with a common 
epistemology.’ This feeling of commonality, well before the word ‘scientist’ 
was current, among those who produced natural knowledge, is a significant 
phenomenon. 

Shelley organised the work into three ‘nested’ first-hand accounts: Walton’s 
letters to his sister, Frankenstein’s account of his own life as told to Walton, 
and the monster’s life story as told to Frankenstein. She thereby both shows 
a number of viewpoints and vividly evokes the suffering and trials of each 
nartator. In a state of extreme exhaustion, Frankenstein tells Walton of his 
happy childhood, the devastating death of his mother, his love for Elizabeth — 
who will be his bride — and his studies in Ingolstadt. It was in a spirit of 
benevolence, however deluded this proved to be, that he constructed a human 
being, having discovered the secret of life. When completed, however, the 
‘child’ inspires horror, and its progenitor flees. The main portion of the book 
catalogues the subsequent meetings, disasters and misunderstandings that 


3. Jacyna, 1983; Schaffer, 1990a; Knight, 1967; see also Desmond, 1989. 

4, Shelley, 1985, p. 73. 

5. It is sometimes said that Coleridge coined the term ‘scientist’ in 1833; for example in Levere, 1990, 
esp. 296, but see also Williams, 1983, pp. 276-80, esp. 279, where Williams attributes it to Whewell in 1840. 
Williams notes that the word ‘scientist? was used very occasionally in the late eighteenth century. 
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occurred, culminating in the final climax on the Arctic wastes where Frankenstein 
dies and the creature goes off in sorrow to end his miserable existence. 

In Mary Shelley’s treatment, what is common to the different pursuits 
Frankenstein is enthused by 1s their capacity to open up nature’s secrets, or at 
least they are designed to do so. They reveal or unveil something, personified 
as female, and presented as mysterious, enticing and potent. I wish to concen- 
trate on the first four chapters, in which Frankenstein narrates his life until the 
time he is on the brink of completing his creation. From these chapters six 
themes, all important for my argument, emerge. First, seclusion and reclusiveness; 
these characterise his early family life long before he undertakes his solitary 
work on making the ‘monster’. Second, passion; even as a child he is described 
as having a temper, being passionate, and throughout the account of his life 
his strong desires are foregrounded, above all his drive to learn the secrets 
of heaven and earth, to possess a kind of knowledge that is full of grandeur. 
These aspects of his personality were presented by Mary Shelley as overwhelm- 
ing him, as forces he could neither resist nor control. Third, there was an 
absence of satisfaction. Frankenstein was often left unsatisfied by the activities 
he undertook, by the knowledge available to him, and accordingly he 1s set 
apart from others, suffering an inner emptiness. Fourth, he was drawn to 
particular kinds of natural knowledge. It is striking that he felt attracted to 
domains that were marginal, contentious or on the boundaries of what could 
be controlled, such as alchemy and electricity, and that he changed his mind so 
often about what interested him. This intellectual fickleness led him to discard 
afeas in emotive terms: ‘I at once gave up my former occupations, set down 
natural history and all its progeny as a deformed and abortive creation.” Here 
fields of knowledge are treated in the way his monster was to be. Fifth, 
Frankenstein had powerful responses — both positive and negative — to those 
in positions of intellectual authority over him: his father, his father’s friend who 
explained electricity to him, and his two very different teachers at Ingolstadt: 
Krempe, who repels him, and Waldman, to whom he feels drawn. It is import- 
ant to note that in the last case this included a strong physical reaction to 
their persons and demeanour. Shelley’s account gives credence to the idea that 
the character of men of science was to be ‘read’ in their appearance. It was 
also to be ‘read’ in their signatures, which were often reproduced beneath their 
printed portraits.’ 

Finally, the Azstory of natural knowledge is a significant issue for Frankenstein. 
The contentious nature of some of the areas to which he ts attracted derives 
from the fact that they are archaic: they belong to a past, not a present. Specific 
mention is made of Cornelius Agrippa, Paracelsus and Albertus Magnus. 
Humphry Davy’s Elements of Chemical Philosophy, which Mary Shelley read in 


6. Shelley, 1985, p. 86. 

7. The most important source for scientific and medical portraits is Burgess, 1973; my impression is 
that signatures were particularly likely to be added to portraits when prints were published as frontispieces 
to the collected works of medical authors or as illustrations to obituaries. On medical portraits of the period 
see Jordanova, 1997. Lawrence and Shapin, 1998, use many scientific and medical portraits to explore the 
somatic identities of those who produce natural knowledge. Recent work on French eulogies is also relevant: 
Outram, 1978; Roche, 1980; Paul, 1980. 
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PLATE 12. Robert Newton, Sic Humphry Davy, 1530, engraving after Sir Thomas Lawrence, 
1810/11, Wellcome Institute Library, London. 


1816, opened with a “Historical View of the Progress of Chemistry’ (see plate 12, 
above). His purpose was to place earlier chemical traditions, including alchemy, 
in a broad framework, which defined how proper chemical knowledge was to 
be acquired, specified its usefulness to humankind, and asserted its status as 
part of an ‘intelligent design of the system of the earth’. For Davy, history helps 
to reveal the stable aspect of experiment, which ‘is as it were the chain that 
binds down the Proteus of nature, and obliges it to confess its real form and 
divine origin’.” Furthermore, Frankenstein revealed his scepticism about the 
‘modern professors of natural science’.” It is true that this refers to his early 
years, but his evocation of a sense of there being a /zstory to natural knowledge 
is nonetheless significant: ‘I had retrod the steps of knowledge along the paths 


8. Davy, 1821; p. 503; the “Historical View of the Progress of Chemistry’ is pp. 1-60. On Mary Shelley’s 
reading see White, 1947, vol. I, pp. 539—45, and Feldman and Scott-Kilvert, 1987, vol. I, pp. 85-103. Hindle 


comments on her reading of Davy: Shelley, 1985, pp. 24—5. 
9. Shelley, 1985, p. 91. 
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of time ...’.'° His sense of history was reinforced by Waldman, who ‘began his 
lecture by a recapitulation of the history of chemistry’, as did many lecturers 
in the eighteenth century. What really inspired Frankenstein was Waldman’s 
way of presenting ‘the ancient teachers of science’ as mere speculators, and ‘the 
modern masters’ as the real miracle-workers.'' The appeal of performing 
miracles and probing secrets is still there, but now, thanks to Waldman, it is 
associated with the moderns. Yet, Waldman’s humanity allows the historical 
figures others dismissed to become those who laid ‘the foundation’ of modern 
knowledge. A historical perspective allowed Frankenstein to embrace the present, 
which he had previously rejected. Here, as elsewhere in the book, Shelley 
explored different modes of knowledge, not in order to rank and evaluate 
them, but rather to probe their moral and psychic qualities. 

One reading of Shelley’s depiction of Frankenstein’s development and 
inner life is as an unambiguously critical portrayal of perverted science. And it 
has been claimed that the science she described bears little resemblance to the 
behaviour of medical practitioners and students of nature at the time she was 
writing. I want to suggest that, on the contrary, she was acutely sensitive to 
areas of uncertainty and ambiguity felt by those who studied medicine and/or 
the natural sciences and whose relations with the past of their ‘disciplines’ were 
being carefully negotiated at just this time. Many practitioners wrote histories 
precisely in order to work out the extent of their debt to the ancients and to 
their other forebears, to gain a perspective on ‘modern’ achievements, to place 
themselves in a lineage.'” This was important precisely because they felt deeply 
implicated by the past, which was not yet separate enough to be put aside 
safely, but was still sufficiently close to require active management. Those who 
studied medicine at universities had to read some of the ancients very closely 
indeed; they would have been well aware of attempts to give a shape to the 
history of their field, which included compilations and codifications of medical 
writings.’ It was because savants felt vulnerable to the suggestion that magic, 
and an improper concern with death and the supernatural, were still part of the 
scientific enterprise that they felt the need to repudiate them so firmly. Debates 
about mesmerism, and about physiognomy, with its troubled kinship with 
divination, as well as the violent contests over definitions of quackery, can all 
be characterised in these terms.” 

In the early decades of the nineteenth century, many if not most of those 
who studied nature in practice worked largely alone, and in a domestic rather 
than an institutional setting, They more often worked with members of their 
own families and with servants than with their peers. At a time when students 
of nature were forging their masculine professional identities, they were most 
likely to be collaborating with female relatives, who were skilled at drawing, and 


10. Ibid. 

11. Ibid., p. 92. 

12. Webster, 1983; Christie, 1990. 

13. Rosner, 1991, conveys most effectively the ways in which medical students encountered the ancients 
and the more modern masters. 


14. Jordanova, 1993a; Darnton, 1968; Porter, 1989. 
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at classifying and preserving specimens.’” The more formal collective activities, 
such as those promoted by the British Association for the Advancement of 
Science, which started in the 1830s, and the specialist ‘disciplinary’ scientific 
societies, which began to be founded in the early nineteenth century, were 
important because they were new, or relatively so. Indeed it 1s arguable that 
provincial medical societies, starting in the 1770s, and medical periodicals, 
produced by groups of like-minded men from the mid-century onwards, played 
a central part in what is conventionally called ‘professionalisation’, and that they 
did so because they were strikingly innovative.’° They worked against the grain 
of most medical practice, which was solitary, and carried out in domestic set- 
tings. The importance of hospitals derives in part from their capacity to bring 
together medical men, whose other forms of practice were more individual. 
These features made the personal qualities of practitioners yet more important. 

Institutions can be understood as having symbolic functions: they presented 
the public face of science and/or medicine as a collective enterprise. It is not 
contradictory that the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are char- 
acterised both by the making of individuals into scientific heroes and by insti- 
tutionalisation; rather, these are complementary faces of the same coin. Heroes 
on their own could be construed as unstable, their idiosyncrasies untethered, 
while institutions without heroes were impersonal, lacked flair and could be felt 
to be dull. Even if it was to be decades before stable scientific and medical 
cultures were firmly established, the tacit goal of early nineteenth-century prac- 
titioners was to generate more security ~ psychic and social — for those who 
studied nature as a group. The persistence of the amateur is a notable feature 
of nineteenth-century British science, thus those who insisted that it should be 
a recognised occupation with collective rights were demanding something for 
which few indigenous models existed. Medicine, in a limited sense, did provide 
a model, since its practice could generate a regular source of income. Yet even 
doctors had little collective power in the early nineteenth century. Despite 
placing Frankenstein in a European setting, Shelley uses themes familiar from 
the British scene, especially insofar as her hero pursues an individual quest 
inspired by a thirst for natural knowledge and by a sense of the history of 
science. 

It is true that Mary Shelley makes Frankenstein’s reclusiveness and inability 
to communicate with those close to him into a morbid state, but in doing so 
she took up a theme that had been common in the medical literature of the 
eighteenth century. After all, the condition of being a man of thought or 
reflection was one that, like other social conditions, possessed its own distinct- 
ive pathology.’’ To have a well-developed intellect could be seen as a mark of 
status, a way of differentiating mental refinement from cruder skills based 
on manual capacities, but it was also a precondition of a particular kind of 


15. Allen, 1981; Schiebinger, 1989, Davidoff and Hall, 1987, esp. pp. 289-93; Morrison-Low, 1991. 

16. Lefanu, 1984; Inkster and Morrell, 1983; Emerson 1990; Morrell, 1990; Gelfand, 1993; Morrell and 
Thackray, 1981. 

17. e.g. Tissot, 1758 and 1767; and idem, 1768 and 1771; see also Bynum and Porter, 1993, vol. I, pp. 584— 
600, esp. 589-92. 
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pathology — introspection, melancholy, obsession. There is also a sexual issue 
here: masturbation was called the solitary vice and associated with selfish self- 
absorption; Frankenstein’s transgressions rendered him less capable of forming 
normal adult relationships, especially with the woman destined to be his bride. 
Perhaps it is also significant that she was chosen for him, above all by his 
mother, and that she died before their relationship could be consummated. 
Tissot’s famous admonitions concerning male masturbation, first published in 
the mid-eighteenth century, stressed that its reclusive nature required hunting 
out and exterminating, and that it disabled the indulger from living a full and 
productive adult life." 

There were many reasons why those who were devotees of science and/or 
practitioners of medicine wanted to present themselves as men of reason, 
whose intellectual capabilities, combined with deep humanity, were their most 
striking feature, and as the modern equivalents of earlier philosophers. As 
vehicles for this presentation, they used styles and idioms that had authoritative 
connotations. This entailed a distancing from trade, from manual labour, from 
crude manners and from rudimentary educational attainments. At the same 
time, a thirst for knowledge, which produced an uncommon commitment to 
unveiling nature, was an important element of scientific/medical heroism. 
Natural knowledge was best produced by conspicuously disinterested behavi- 
our, by a desire to generate knowledge for its own sake, for the sake of man- 
kind and not for one’s own personal advancement, for mere selfish gratification. 
Philanthropic activities were one vehicle through which these points could be 
made. The desire for knowledge came to occupy a different category from 
other kinds of desire, with which it might otherwise be confused. Two pairs of 
prints from the 1780s are relevant here; they both contrast the Benevolent 
Physician (see plate 13, p. 76), who is generous to his patients, with the 
Rapacious Quack (see plate 14, p. 77), who robs them. The dominant issue 
was clearly money, but the broader implications of setting benevolence, the 
desire to do good, against rapaciousness, and of presenting desire as greed for 
money, possessions and sexual domination, are unavoidable.” Just as there was 
a potentially pathological aspect to solitary, contemplative work, so there was 
to the desire to know nature, which could become a consuming passion, and, 
by that token, something abnormal. In all these cases — history, seclusion, thirst 
for knowledge — a careful balancing act was required in practice. Mary Shelley 
picked this up, and showed the absence of balance. She thereby pointed up the 
importance of equilibrium, not the unproblematically ‘bad’ qualities of scientists 
in general or of Frankenstein in particular.’ 


18. Tissot, 1766; Tissot is the subject of Chapter 6. 

19. Details of these two pairs of prints may be found in the Catalogue of Prints and Drawings in the British 
Museum (1877 and 1935). The “Benevolent Physician’ prints are discussed in vol. V covering 1771-83 
(nos 6347 and 6350, 21783), the ‘Rapacious Quack’ ones in vol. HI covering 1752-60 (nos. 3797 and 3798, 
¢.1760). Since the ‘Physician’ and the ‘Quack’ were pendants, the implication is that the prints were issued 
twice, once 2.1760 and again ¢.1783. Despite the titles, these two pairs are quite different in design. 

20. On this point it is suggestive that, in the preface he wrote for the 1818 edition, Percy Shelley 
specifically insisted that no ‘inference [was] justly to be drawn from the following pages as prejudicing any 
philosophical doctrine of whatever kind’ (Shelley, 1985, p. 58). 
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PLATE 13. daon., The Benevolent Physician, not dated, 1780s, mezzotint, Wellcome 
Institute Library, London. By refusing payment from a famtly, the benevolent physician becomes a 
special kind of philanthropist. 
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PLATE 14. Ayon., The Rapacious Quack, not dated, 1780s, mezzotint, Wellcome Institute 
Library, London. The quack, who has by implication no medical training, is cast as a thief. 
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One of the most striking features of Frankenstein’s personality is that he 
feels driven to act on his new enthusiasm for natural knowledge, and that his 
efforts meet with success. He is portrayed as, in a specific sense, highly inter- 
ventionist. Although no mention is made of it in the text, one recent edition 
of the book associates his activities with surgery: ‘[Mary Shelley] was of course 
writing in the early 1800s when liver transplants and open heart surgery were 
but considered fantasies in the minds of a few inventive surgeons.’ In the 
early nineteenth century, surgery consisted largely of bleeding, the removal of 
limbs, the treatment of wounds, and dealing with ailments such as bladder 
stone. Other operations were performed, but these mostly consisted of removing 
growths and related procedures. Thus surgery was acttve and manual, but 
not until the second half of the nineteenth century did it involve much entry 
into body cavities. Surgery was clearly xot what Mary Shelley had in mind. Her 
emphasis was on anatomy and physiology, on understanding life through the 
processes of death. Opening organic beings for inspection, and then using 
them, or parts of them, again, were the ways in which Frankenstein’s inter- 
ventionism manifested itself. 

The fluid boundary between death and life — a dominant theme in the bio- 
medical sciences of this time — was of such importance that Frankenstein 
imagined that, in time, he might be able to ‘renew life where death had appar- 
ently devoted the body to corruption’.” The belief that the boundary between 
life and death was reversible was widely held at the time: for most of the 
eighteenth century there had been sustained interest in suspended animation, 
techniques for reviving the drowned and the hanged, premature burial — indeed 
in any aspect of medicine that held out the hope that death could be delayed, 
avoided, held at bay.” Medical writers imagined doctors in a quasi-divine role, 
shedding new light on nature’s processes. For example, according to David 
Ramsay, medical practitioner and early historian of the American Revolution, 
experiments on animals have ‘tended to enlighten physicians in the god-like 
work of alleviating human misery’.“ Ramsay was eloquent about the medical 
benefits of treating the drowned: ‘How many must have been lost to their 
friends and the community, before mankind were acquainted with the god-like 
art of restoring suspended animation?” Ramsay often used metaphors of light, 
referring, for example, to ‘a blaze of medical knowledge’. ‘From the midst 
of this darkness a sudden light broke in upon me — a light so brilliant and 
wondrous, yet so simple, that...I became dizzy with the immensity of the 
prospect which it illustrated’; this is Frankenstein’s description of his discovery 

» 27 


of ‘the cause of generation and life’.“’ Mary Shelley has grasped perfectly the 


21. This was published in 1986, by New Orchard Editions, and is accompanied by wood engravings by 
Lynne Ward. 

22. Shelley, 1985, p. 98. 

23. McManners, 1981; Ariés, 1983; Maulitz, 1987; Richardson, 1988. 

24. Ramsay, 1801, p. 15. 

25. Ibid., p. 16. 

26. Ibid., p. 34. 

27. Shelley, 1985, p. 96. 
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PLATE 15. Fleury Meyer, Sir Astley Paston Cooper, 1879, engraving after F. Simoneau, 
Wellcome Institute Library, London. Cooper, whose education included stints in Ecdinburgh and 
Paris, and attendance at John Hunter's lectures, was a superstar surgeon who was given a 
baronetcy by George LV after performing a small operation. 


fantasies of at least some medical practitioners of the time, which involved 
imagining transcendent powers that were almost their own. 

These fantasies comprised claims both to intellectual penetration and to 
active skills. They were nurtured by a new breed of metropolitan medical men, 
who were becoming successful in acquiring institutional power and social pres- 
tige and were rather assertive about their achievements as medics. Examples of 
the phenomenon include John Abernethy, Matthew Baillie, Sir Astley Paston 
Cooper (see plate 15, above) and Samuel Foart Simmons, all of whom were 
painted by Sir Thomas Lawrence, who also put the likenesses of other medical 
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PLATE 16. Fi. Robinson, Sir Anthony Carlisle, 7838—40, engraving after Sir Martin Shee, 
c.1795, Wellcome Institute Library, London. Carlisle was a prominent surgeon, who had been 
taught by, among others, John Elunter. He became Professor of Anatomy at the Royal Academy 
of Arts, London in 1808, a post he held for sixteen years. 


and scientific heroes on canvas — Sir Joseph Banks, Sir Humphry Davy (see 
plate 12, p. 72), Edward Jenner and Thomas Young.” Other membets of this 
new breed were Sir Anthony Carlisle (see plate 16, above), professor of anatomy 
at the Royal Academy, and Sir Charles Bell, author of one of the Bridgewater 
Treatises of the 1830s, who shared an interest in the relationships between 
medicine and the fine arts.” Measuring power is impossible, but the power of 
these men was probably more symbolic than it was real; however, creating a 
culture of medical and scientific power was one way of securing the thing itself. 


28. Garlick, 1989. 
29. Biographies of all these medical men may be found in the Dictionary of National Biography, which in 
a significant sense constitutes a primary source, since the entries were written in the idiom of nineteenth- 


centuty heroism. Cf. the Dictionary of Scientific Biography, the first volume of which appeared in 1970, edited 
by Gillispie. 
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The portraits of such men are, in a significant sense, romantic; they make their 
subjects assertive and exciting but are not afraid to suggest the kinship between 
medicine and death. At first sight, the inclusion of skulls and bones in a number 
of these images is surprising, since they evoke a topic, death, which practitioners 
generally found difficult to cope with. After all, doctors were widely seen as the 
agents of death, and, in their anatomical role, as tormentors of the dead. 

The most unpleasant sides of Frankenstein’s activities involve an inappro- 
priate contact with and disturbance of dead bodies. There is no evidence to 
indicate that the links between medicine and death became any less trouble- 
some in the years leading up to 1831 — the year the second edition of [rankenstein 
appeared — and Ruth Richardson’s work suggests that, with the Anatomy Act 
of 1832, they became far more so, especially at a popular level.” How, then, are 
we to account for the fact that such troubling associations surface in portraits 
of elite medical practitioners? (see plates 15, 16, 17, pp. 79, 80, 82). 

Three possibilities present themselves, which are by no means mutually 
exclusive. The first is that these are the men who 4gitmately look death in the 
face, who know mortality in a way that sey are claiming to be acceptable. ‘They 
may be making such claims in the face of opposition, but they are making them 
rionetheless from a position where their rights and expertise were gradually 
being acknowledged by members of social groups whom they would accept as 
their peers, and by those who were still clearly their superiors. Second, being 
an old emblem, the skull could be used in this context to evoke long traditions 
of memento mori and of the contemplative life. Precisely because these were part 
of established traditions in high culture, they might be understood as alluding 
to the medical contact with death and with the human condition in its morbid 
states, in a manner that was softened, rendered elegant, by centuries of conven- 
tionalised use.*' If skulls and bones had a certain formulaic quality, then the 
possibility that associations with death suggest a sharp, urgent critique of sci- 
ence and medicine would be lessened or undermined. The third possibility 1s 
that the presence of skulls may be understood in terms of a romantic portrayal 
of science and medicine at this time as domains of daring, Proximity to death 
had a certain sublime quality to it. There is absolutely no doubt that in building 
a set of self-images for those who unveiled nature, the vocabulary of romantic 
heroism and genius had huge importance.” Thus the frisson generated by the 
macabre side of medicine/death enhanced the image and self-image of those 
who studied such subjects. 

The language of genius was also taken up by those in scientific circles more 
strictly defined, the pre-eminent example being Humphry Davy (see plate 12, 
p. 72).°° Certain biographical traits were commonly picked up in accounts of 
students of nature. Individual struggle was a frequent prelude to discovery, 
suggesting a sustained commitment to an overarching ideal. Uncommon talent 


30. Richardson, 1988. 

31. Hall, revised edition, 1979, pp. 94 (Death’), 130-1 (‘Four Temperaments’), 285 (‘Skull’). Hail stresses 
the direct links between melancholy, contemplation, books and a skull. (See also note 2, above.) 

32. Cunningham and Jardine, 1990. 

33. Ibid., esp. pp. 13-22 and 213-27. 
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PLATE 17. £. Kennerly, John Haighton, 1578, mezzotint after H. Ashby, Wellcome Institute 
Library, London. Haighton, a physician with strong anatomical skills, was interested in 
physiology and obstetrics, hence the book, Haller’s Physiology, and the obstetrical case on the 
table, on which there 1s also a skull. He had a complex and somewhat rivalrous relationship 
with Sir Astley Paston Cooper. 


was made manifest at a young age. Such men showed a predilection for long 
hours of work, for solitary study, with the implication that they sacrificed their 
own health in the process. They also possessed the ability to stick with ideas, 
even in the face of opposition, displaying bravery, tenaciousness, even a zeal, 
a passionate commitment. These themes were developed in the growing number 
of published biographical accounts in the early nineteenth century.” It was not 
even necessary for individuals to be at the top of their field or in the eye of 


34, Marten Hutt has recently completed a doctoral dissertation on medical biographies in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries: Hutt, 1995. See e.g. Aikin, 1775 and 1780; Towers, 1766-80. 
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a wide public for a romantic idiom to be applicable.” The traits I have just 
noted were present in Frankenstein’s life and labours, but developed to such a 
degree that they became pathological. This was a/ways a possibility for scientists 
and medical practitioners, and the extreme importance attached to reputation 
at this period suggests how fragile — both psychically and economically — their 
careets wete. Perhaps ‘careers’ is not the best term, because it suggests a far 
more structured course of life than was usually the case. Although by the 1830s 
many doctors had institutional affiliations, these rarely offered them any kind 
of security and most were ‘honorary’, while those about to be designated ‘sci- 
entists’ had far fewer such niches available to them. Often a scientific and/or 
medical life was pieced together, like Frankenstein’s monster, made up of bits 
of lecturing, writing and practising medicine, with the possibility of patronage 
from friends, relations or sympathetic aristocrats. 

In these circumstances, it was attractive to create a certain aura around 
scientific and medical activities, presenting them not just as worthwhile in 
terms of contributing to the progress of knowledge and to human well-being, 
but as thrilling. A good deal of mythologising was involved in terms already 
established as plausible at this particular historical moment. Nonetheless, this 
image/self-image was fragile, it was delicately poised between social benefits 
deriving from knowledge well used, and disaster derived from certain kinds of 
excess. Practitioners had recourse to a range of devices to cultivate the former 
and keep the latter at bay. Histories of their subjects did just this. These were 
quite explicitly about fatherhood in both its good and bad forms. Hippocrates 
was the father — the good progenitor — of medicine, Galen was the self- 
indulgent obscurantist — the bad father — just as Frankenstein was.” Portraits 
of practitioners, which would embody — literally — desired values, can be viewed 
in a similar way. Other devices included the elaboration of intraprofessional 
etiquette, cultivation of patronage relations, and assertions of moral and/or 
religious conformity.’ 

My argument has been that, in the early nineteenth century, the ambivalence 
surrounding a thirst for natural knowledge could not be laid to rest. Perhaps 
it never has been — the afterlife of Frankenstein, the history of science fiction as 
a genre, and the interest in films such as David Cronenberg’s Dead Ringers 
(1988) suggests as much. The resulting tensions and ambtvalences had to be 
actively negotiated. In the area of gender and sexuality there was a need to 
create a secure masculine identity for practitioners of science and medicine, 
which alowed that natural knowledge was exciting and to be sought in the 
fashion of a quest, but which resisted any suggestion that it was totally seductive. 
This would have led to a loss of self-control, or generated auto-eroticism. It 
was important that the power flowing from natural knowledge was purged of 


35. e.g. Thomas Garnett and John Haighton in the Dictonary of National Biography, 1949-50, vols VII and 
VIII respectively. 

36. A particularly clear example of such histories is Black, 1782. 

37. Baker, 1993, esp. pp. 861-8. These themes emerged particularly clearly in the early nineteenth-century 
medical reform movement: Desmond, 1989; Loudon, 1992; French and Wear, 1991; Jordanova, 1997 and 
1998. 
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its magical and hubristic elements. In other words, the cardinal tenet of the 
Enlightenment, that rational knowledge was a proper source of secular power, 
had to be further refined and clarified. The unveiling of nature, that profoundly 
unstable term, was a source of valued insights, but it could also unleash that 
which was dangerous. This tension is much more apparent in languages like 
English, where gendered personifications stand out. And, as I have pointed out 
elsewhere, it is evident in the very idea of a veil, which simultaneously conceals 
and reveals and is thereby erotically charged.” 

Jam not claiming for Frankenstein some kind of ‘documentary’ status it does 
not possess. Rather in its powerful evocation of the internal life of a student 
of nature, it tapped into a turbulent unconscious life that was experienced in 
a variety of ways by practitioners of the time. They tended to present this life 
in its most stable form, Shelley in its least stable one. One of the monstrosities 
of the book is, of course, Frankenstein’s psyche. We cannot understand the 
scientific/medical enterprises of the time without paying due attention to their 
internal psychic dimensions. Admittedly such a claim is not unproblematic, 
since it raises questions about what constitutes evidence of the psyche and 
about the manner in which it is to be interpreted. There are sources, however, 
in which these dimensions are so dramatically expressed that it seems perverse 
not to respond accordingly. For example, the theme of monstrosity was taken 
up quite explicitly in one place within medicine ~ man-midwifery. This is an 
important area because of the ways in which it has been invoked in writings on 
Frankenstein, as if Mary Shelley were mounting an explicit critique of men 
as midwives.” This was not, I believe, her concern, but the attack on man- 
midwifery did deploy the language of monstrosity. Man-Midwifery Dissected 
(1793) contains a well-known frontispiece, that of a figure divided down the 
middle by a straight line; on one side is a male midwife with his drugs and 
obstetrical instruments, on the other is a female midwife, who requires few aids 
(see plate 2, p. 24). The image is all of a piece with the text, by a man, which 
decries man-midwifery as a French perversion, a threat to the nation’s morals. 
In the caption beneath the image, the man-midwife is referred to as a monster 
lately discovered but not known in Buffon’s time. Buffon’s natural history, with 
which Mary Shelley was familiar, was not only a huge compendium of the 
natural world written by a prominent and powerful French savant, but a work 
widely read and appreciated for its literary elegance."' The monstrosity alluded 
to is of many kinds, but it is especially sexual. It rests partly on the idea that 
to join two utterly unlike things together — a man and a woman — in the role 
of midwife, is going against nature, and by that token against morality. This 
example indicates the heightened language that already existed in the 1790s 
around the practice of medicine, and, by extension, science, a point that is 


38. Jordanova, 1989a, ch. 5. 

39. e.g. Roberts, 1993. For very different views of man-midwifery see Bynum and Porter, 1985, part IV; 
Wilson, 1995. 

40. Fores, 1793. See also Chapter 2. 

41. Feldman and Scott-Kilvert, 1987, vol. I, p. 100; Hampson, 1968. Buffon is still widely read as a stylist 
in France, and as a result remains available in cheap editions. 
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reinforced by the equally vitriolic disputes about quackery.” Practitioners knew 
this, feared charges of improper conduct, and hence were already anxious 
about their identities on these grounds before the end of the eighteenth cen- 
tury, and the more they strove for respectability, the worse their fears, the 
higher the stakes became. 

It is clear from her journals that Mary Shelley both read widely in what I 
have called natural knowledge, and that she was acquainted with a number of 
medical practitioners.” Percy Shelley was often preoccupied with his own health, 
and construed the resulting experiences as integral to his imaginative life.” 
In this sense the Shelleys drew on a cultural context in which science and 
medicine were not set apart, but were openly available to educated persons 
as intellectual and emotional resources. They were vehicles for general thought. 
It is mistaken, on a number of grounds, to see Frankenstein as a direct critique 
of science. It is more helpful to interpret the novel as an exploration of intellec- 
tual energy, of practices that manipulated nature, and of the desire for mastery. 
Put this way it becomes clear that Mary Shelley was probably thinking about 
a number of different modes of knowledge — literary and philosophical as well 
as magical, scientific and medical, and possibly also about their diverse mani- 
festations in different geographical and historical locations. Thus science was 
not unique, but like other activities in some respects, if not in others. Historians 
of science are likely to be intensely aware of its uniqueness — scholars often 
carry the baggage of the domain they study — and to wish to trace that unique- 
ness backwards. This accounts for the widespread tendency to see frankenstein 
as a prophetic work, and to present twentieth-century science as the direct 
legacy that confirms its prophetic status.” 

1 have suggested another point of view, one in which Mary Shelley is a 
cultural commentator on a highly fluid situation, in which medical and scient- 
ific practitioners were striving to carve out niches for themselves, often against 
the grain of their actual situations. They wished for forms of social and cultural 
stability they could only fantasize about, while Mary Shelley imagined know- 
ledge in its most unstable, transgressive form. This was possible, I have hinted, 
not so much because of the content of natural knowledge at the time, which 
is only lightly sketched in by her, as because she sensed something of the psy- 
chological complexities of a thirst for grand knowledge. Since the idioms she 
deployed were of her time, we can appreciate their immediacy in the context 
of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century anxieties about what unveilers 
of nature were like. Such people were potentially monstrous, in historically 
specific ways. At the same time, we, like Mary Shelley, can also appreciate that 
the dangers of desiring knowledge are not limited to a particular historical 
moment, hence fears of monstrous forms of knowing can never be assuaged. 


42. Schaffer, 1990b; Porter, 1989. 

43. Feldman and Scott-Kilvert, 1987, vol. I, e.g. pp. 26, 39, 47, 55, 65, 67, 124, 180. 

44, Leask, 1992. 

45. Easlea, 1983, pp. 28-39; Maurice Hindle makes a similar point in his introduction in Shelley, 1985, 
pp. 41~2. 
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The Authoritarian Response: 
The French Revolution and 
the Enlightenment 


The end of the Enlightenment is my concern here. I am interested in the uses 
made of representations of the Enlightenment in the 1790s and the early years 
of the nineteenth century by those who were critical of it. Such critics certainly 
welcomed the end of a movement of ideas they deemed pernicious, and the 
circumstances in which they found themselves encouraged their sense of its 
monstrosity. How, when and why the Enlightenment ended are formidably 
complex questions, but end it did. Its demise can be linked to a series of 
interrelated processes that marks a major point of transition in European and, 
possibly, in world history — the French Revolution. Even at the time, perhaps we 
should say especially at the time, the Revolution was yoked to the Enlighten- 
ment; thus disenchantment with the Revolution often went hand in hand with 
disenchantment with the Enlightenment. Some commentators went further 
and suggested that the Enlightenment caused the Revolution.’ They were able 
to do so by associating the Terror, which was in reality only one phase of the 
long and intricate revolutionary process, with the values of the Enlightenment. 
By taking the Terror as emblematic of ‘1789’, commentators were able to depict 
in fearsome terms the darkest, the most threatening shadows of the Enlighten- 
ment. I shall not comment on the explanations that have been offered of the 
end of the Enlightenment or of the causes of the Revolution, which continue to 
generate impassioned debate. My aim here 1s to re-view that phenomenon we 
call the Enlightenment through the menacing shadows it was claimed to have cast. 

In the 1790s and early 1800s a particular, reified version of the Enlighten- 
ment was constructed. It is important not to confuse this with the historical 
phenomena we now study, although these too are, of course, constructs — ones 
for other times, other places. An understanding of the Enlightenment as per- 
ceived through the terrifying chaos of Revolution has much to teach us. Com- 
mentators concerned to re-impose authority saw, if largely in their mind’s eye, 
the shadows of the Enlightenment only too clearly. Shadows cast gloom, they 


1. Church, 1964. On the relationships between Enlightenment and Revolution see also Day, 1996; 
Outram, 1995, ch. 8; Hampson, 1968, ch. 8. On the French Revolution in world history see Roberts, 1995, 
esp. pp. 693-716 and 773 and Fehér, 1990, chs 1 and 6. 
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invite those who live under them to account for their darkness. A monstrous 
Enlightenment was fabricated in order to achieve precisely this. The exact form 
the monstrosity took tells us much about the worst fears of those who stood 
in shadow. The relationships between objects and their shadows are complex 
— the latter bear a resemblance to the former, but there is always an element 
of distortion. What I am calling ‘the authoritarian response’ reveals some of the 
Enlightenment’s most menacing shadows, and by that token in fact permits 
a more rounded view of the complex movement of ideas that supposedly 
cast them. 

Hence I shall not be concerned here with establishing either the causes or 
the origins of ‘1789’, but with the links assumed to exist between the Enlight- 
enment and the Revolution, links that encouraged the formulation in the early 
nineteenth century of an authoritarian response that sought to supersede both 
the Revolution and its associated world-view. Naturally, when such associations 
were made they served, rhetorically, clear political ends. The case of Edmund 
Burke is among the best-known examples of this phenomenon.’ In fact, the 
Enlightenment was invoked both by those who deemed themselves ‘revolu- 
tionary’ and by those who presented themselves as ‘counter-revolutionary’. 
Hence ideas and political events stood in manifestly close, if sometimes fraught, 
relation to one another. 

The end of the Enlightenment was bound up with the rise to power of 
Napoleon Bonaparte. Obviously he did not single-handedly cause the end of an 
intellectual and cultural movement. Rather he embodied the gradual, and gen- 
eral, withdrawal of confidence in some of the most cherished ideas associated 
with the Enlightenment. His life exemplifies the shift all the more elegantly 
because he was educated in an Enlightenment manner, and initially presented 
himself to the French people as the saviour of the true Revolution. Indeed, 
many groups, especially outside France, continued for some time to idolise 
him as a liberator. But as he acquired more political power, disillusion about 
him spread, while he became ever more vigilant to control not only French soci- 
ety but the images of him that were’ present in it. He encouraged movements, 
institutions, and individuals with an altogether distinct, and more authoritarian, 
perspective and discouraged those with Enlightenment values. The mere fact 
of his existence as Emperor, his Concordat with the Pope, and his elaboration of 
a matching symbolic order indicated publicly a change of major proportions.” 

This change, although it took place in France, and responded to a whole 
range of issues and problems that were distinctively French, was noted and had 
a profound impact far beyond the geographical boundaries of ‘France’. 
There were three main reasons for this. First, French writings and ideas were 
widely disseminated in Europe and North America, and they were used in very 
different contexts to canvass the major philosophical, political, and cultural 
questions of the day.’ It was inevitable, therefore, that events that openly bore 
on the fate and standing of such ideas were watched with interest elsewhere. 


2. Cf. Reedy, 1981; Hulme and Jordanova, 1990, ch. 9 (by Musselwhite). 


3. Lyons, 1994; Bergeron, 1981; Woolf, 1991; Kennedy, 1978, esp. ch. 3. 
4. e.g. Commager, 1978; Porter and Teich, 1981. 
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Second, the French Revolution, following rather closely on the American 
Revolution, became an example, a paradigm of revolution. Its fate was thus of 
general interest; it allowed people to speculate about the nature of revolutions, 
about deep change, about new and old orders.’ Third, the Revolution itself was 
not confined to France, but directly involved, once war was declared, the rest 
of Europe, including Russia.° Naturally, threats had been felt elsewhere long 
before that, but these were made tangible by the subsequent long military 
engagement and the appalling suffering that it brought to many areas. 

Whilst we have a name for revolutionary turmoil, we do not have a term for 
the reaction against it. To call it counter-revolution would be seriously mislead- 
ing, since this suggests political movements dedicated to counteracting the 
Revolution directly.’ What I am describing was less focused politically yet more 
extensive culturally. 1 designate it ‘the authoritarian response’. Clearly, a key 
issue here is the complexity of ‘authority’ as an idea. Deriving as it does from 
the cluster of concepts around ‘author’, ‘authority’, according to the dictionary, 
refers back to a source, an originator, instigator, actor, or begetter. In the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, it generally implied a single source of 
legitimated power. Authoritative power can be both over the conduct and 
actions of others and over their beliefs and opinions. This power can be gen- 
eral, as in the case of government or Church, or more focused and knowledge- 
based, as it is when particular books or persons are endowed with the power 
to give authoritative testimony. The authority of natural knowledge, which we 
now conceptualise in terms of expertise, is especially significant, both because 
it was presented as new and distinctive and because it remained contentious. 
In the social sciences as they have developed since the nineteenth century, 
authority is primarily construed in political terms, and we now have a range of 
theoretical vantage points from which authority may be viewed — inspired by 
more recent political experiences — none of which was available to observers 
of the end of the Enlightenment.’ In this context, the crucial points about 
authority are its metaphorical richness and the fact that debates about its 
foundations were exceptionally raw. 

I use the notion of authority because it has been applied to a wide range of 
phenomena, thereby enabling us to draw out the shared qualities of apparently 
disparate aspects of a single society. In early nineteenth-century France, for 
example, it is possible to discern a shift towards an authoritarian mode in 
literature, art, religion, politics, philosophy, and science, to name only the more 
obvious areas. The changes these fields experienced, in the wake of distaste for 
Enlightenment assumptions and revolutionary excess, have much in common 
with one another. To see the authoritarian response in a fuller context, we need 
to return to the Enlightenment itself, indeed to its early stages. Before doing 
so, however, it is necessary to establish a general point about authority. 


5. Palmer, 1959 and 1964. The period has, following Eric Hobsbawm’s extremely successful book, 
become identified as ‘the age of revolution’, 1962. 

6. Lyons, 1994, chs 14-16; Woolf, 1991. 

7. Cf. Beik, 1970; Best, 1988, pp. 129-53; Roberts, 1990, esp. ch. 5. 

8. Michels, 1948; Peabody, 1968; Ragan and Williams, 1992. 
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Authority is, as I have already indicated, a metaphor; it has a long history 
and a capacity to reach the enormously varied and quite palpable experiences 
of power that lie at the heart of most societies. At the centre of these experi- 
ences are the powers of gods and of rulers, both of which have been linked 
with other manifestations of authority, such as the privileges of the husband, 
father or head of household. Legal theory and practice, political thought, and 
the constant use of metaphor have served to effect such linkages. Apparently 
diverse forms of authority were both spoken about and experienced in related 
ways. There have been places and periods when these relationships are made 
perfectly explicit. The legal formulation in England that a wife killing her 
husband is petty treason, the patriarchalist apologia of Robert Filmer, the 
complex discourses and symbolism of absolutism, and in particular the endow- 
ment of Louis XIV with quasi-divine powers are all examples of the point.’ 

The intertwining in language, symbol, and experience of these forms of 
authority means that areas such as religion, politics, and philosophy were, at 
many different levels, bound together. More specifically, it alerts us to the fact 
that eighteenth-century societies were the inheritors of rich religious, political, 
and philosophical traditions for which authority was a central term — traditions 
that were deeply troubling to many eighteenth-century people. Locke’s liberal 
refutation of Filmer’s defence of patriarchal authority is a well-known example 
of this reaction against assertions of the traditional and unassailable nature of 
overarching authority.” There are innumerable other examples of a struggle 
to get away from the multiplicity of crushing authorities that ‘absolutism’ in all 
its forms represented. I mean to refer here both to the historically-specific 
political formulation generally called ‘absolutism’, and, by extension, to general 
assumptions that power of any kind could be ‘absolute’. It is important to 
stress that absolutism embodies models of power — the extent to which it was 
successful in actually achieving its ends must remain a moot point.''! 

Let us take, for example, the authority of God. It is, | think, quite wrong to 
place strong emphasis on the rejection of God’s authority during the Enlight- 
enment, although there were, to be sure, a few people who took this route. 
Rather, there was a loosening of the bonds of that authority, through explora- 
tions of what more distant relationships between God and ‘man’ might look 
and feel like. Natural religion, a term that can be used to characterise the belief 
systems of many radical thinkers of the day, represents the desire for a certain 
space between the deity and the earthly world — one that leaves considerable 
room for manoeuvre.’* God was no longer a force who swaddled humankind, 
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but the one who permitted loose dress, freedom of movement. The tightness 
that had been present in Filmer’s patriarchalism or Louis XIV’s absolutism was 
altogether too constricting. Binding together the ideas of God, monarch, sun 
and father, for example, led to a sense of suffocation; the weight of overlapping 
hierarchies was crushing.’” Rigid ideas of hierarchy, in parenting as in politics 
and religion, came to seem outmoded, inappropriate, repugnant to a sense of 
natural justice. This change of mood can be linked with the development of 
‘individualism’, which, although, like ‘liberalism’ a highly problematic term, 
refers to a very real sense that human beings were endowed with a shared 
human nature, with intrinsic worth and definable rights. Such assertions were 
about the value of individual persons, in and of themselves. There was no need 
to refer upwards, as it were, in search of transcendent properties, since the key 
qualities were inherent in human beings themselves. The tremendous interest in 
‘the science of man’, which was central to Enlightenment intellectual endeav- 
ours, was an expression of the interest in a human nature that could be studied 
empirically and used as a basis for social reform.” 

There was another central characteristic of the Enlightenment, which 
was integral to the reaction against absolutism, but which has been remarked 
upon less often. The absolutist model assumes the existence of defined foci of 
power. After all, the image of a sun king implies just such a centre point. The 
main foci, although of different types, were thought of as overlapping, even 
co-extensive. They were conceptualised in similar terms; the existence of emo- 
tive and flexible metaphors, such as those around paternity, was useful in this 
respect. The ‘absolutist’ framework had implications not only for the nature of 
rulers (seen as active), but especially for the ruled (seen as passive). Accord- 
ingly, the ruled seem relatively inert; they bask in the sun, they worship and 
adore, they bow down before it, they are awed by it. By the middle of the 
seventeenth century, the sun was the acknowledged centre of the universe. The 
sun is generative, a single dynamic source. In this mind set it is difficult to 
imagine order, coherence, and responsibility emanating from the people them- 
selves, without imposition from above. These qualities come, in the absolutist 
framework, from a different order of being that is beyond and apart from soci- 
ety. Authority was thus associated with a qualitatively distinct level of existence, 
and with central sources of power. Dominant models of authority during 
the Enlightenment made quite different assumptions; above all, they were 
naturalistic.” 

Much Enlightenment thinking, in a whole range of domains, was dedi- 
cated to challenging ‘absolutist?’ models. Order could, it was argued, derive 
from people/believers/citizens themselves, or, in the case of the physical world, 


13. The use of metaphors such as swaddling and suffocation is deliberate on my part — the well-known 
Enlightenment attacks on the swaddling of infants drew upon and helped to shape widespread assumptions 
about education and human nature. Although generally associated with Rousseau’s Emile, 1762, they were 
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15. Chapter 8 examines just such a naturalistic model. The relationships between mind and body were 
a central issue through which conflicting models of authority were mediated — Rousseau, 1990. See also 
works cited on the science of man. 
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from nature’s own laws, even if these were, ultimately, the product of God’s 
will. God’s will was distant, nature was immediate; it was there, to be seen, 
touched, used as a material and intellectual resource. Similarly, if people came 
together and made a contract, and then governed themselves in a consensual 
manner, the kinds of authority involved were immediate and man-made, 
quite different from the absolutist intention where a single, remote, divinely- 
sanictioned will was the sole legitimate source of authority. Far from emanating 
from a unitary, distant and higher level, authority could be conceptualised by 
participants in the Enlightenment as arising from below, that is, from the very 
same level in which it was exercised. I do not mean to imply that the political 
participation of the masses was taken as unproblematic, far from it, but it was 
at least conceivable that citizens — and much hung on how that term was 
defined — could govern themselves. For authority to come from among people 
rather than from beyond them came to seem perfectly plausible. 

There is a further implication contained within the Enlightenment distrust 
of imposed, transcendent authority that bears on the themes of this chapter. If 
authority could be located within society, that is, within human beings rather 
than in gods or in quasi-divine monarchs, then people themselves as sources 
of power become enormously mote interesting. One major way of pursuing 
such questions was through the detailed examination of mental faculties. 
Accordingly, the study of human nature was central to the Enlightenment pro- 
ject. With ideas such as free will, soul, and spirit under siege, fresh approaches 
to human nature took on a new importance. A naturalistic approach was de- 
veloped to supersede an overtly theological one. And because terms like ‘will’ 
have such a wide range of referents, including to the faculties of the under- 
standing, rethinking such categories became a matter of the widest interest. [ 
have already noted how there were overlapping vocabularies for speaking about 
power in the period. Thus, if one of the cornerstones of a traditional approach 
to authority was challenged, we would expect a related adjustment in the whole 
range of discourses. If the will as an expression of political and divine action 
is invalidated, how could it be deployed to describe mental acts? 

There were, therefore, quite particular reasons for changes in ways of think- 
ing and talking about human beings, and especially their. mental lives, during 
the Enlightenment. But the shift was more extensive than this. After all, one 
of the most powerful impulses that lay behind that phenomenon we call 
the Enlightenment was the drive to explain all aspects of the physical world, 
including living things, in naturalistic terms; to find scientific explanations 
for natural and social phenomena. This included human beings as a matter of 
course, hence the development of the new discipline known as ‘the science of 
man’.'® The science of man had many aspects in the eighteenth century — it 
was Closely allied to medicine and natural history and to what is now termed 
anthropology. It also enjoyed a special relationship to widespread speculation 
about how the human mind worked and the ways in which it was linked to 
bodily phenomena. This last interest was nurtured by studies of the brain as the 
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presumed physical location of thought, experience and the soul, by the philo- 
sophical concern with building plausible models of mental action and more 
especially by sensualism — the assumption that all knowledge derives ultimately 
from the senses. 

In fact, the philosophical issues here were exceedingly complex. Nonethe- 
less, the cultural reach of sensualism was extensive and a simplified version of 
the sensualist position was widely disseminated in the eighteenth century.’’ As 
a result, debate about how the senses worked, about how the mind functioned, 
about whether the soul existed, and, if it did, whether it could be located in a 
specific anatomical place, was enjoined by a great variety of people.'* What role 
willing might play in human life was thus an obvious candidate for discussion, 
both because much hung on it and because of the general curiosity about 
human nature. The will was a major concept through which concerns about 
the uniqueness of humanity could be explored. 

The Enlightenment began with a struggle with established authorities; it 
sought to create alternative sources of validation, above all from nature and from 
human nature, and it ended in the wake of a renewed political, theological, 
and philosophical authoritarianism, even a revival of absolutism. The conflicts 
between the Enlightenment and the authoritarian response of the early nine- 
teenth century found one of their most powerful expressions in ‘psychology’. 
This word is, of course, somewhat anachronistic if used of periods before the 
mid-nineteenth century, but I deploy it here as a shorthand for the concern 
with the nature of mental life that attempted to explain the processes of think- 
ing naturalistically. Hence psychology was allied with philosophy, and especially 
with epistemology, on the one hand, and with the natural and medical sciences, 
particularly physiology, on the other. Psychology was at the centre of the sci- 
ence of man, a project of the Enlightenment, as it was also at the centre of the 
authoritarian response. 

An exemplification of these points may be found in the fate of ‘ideology’, 
the science of ideas, a new area of study that emerged at the end of the 
eighteenth century.’” Its students were followers of Condillac, and they grouped 
themselves around Destutt de Tracy, around the salon of Madame Helvétius at 
Auteuil, and from 1795 around the Second Class of the /wsttut National in 
Paris, which was devoted to the moral and political sciences. Although the intel- 
lectual interests of the zdéologues were very broad, their shared commitments 
both to a science of human nature and to an understanding of the phenomena 
of consciousness wete of paramount importance. They were indeed heirs of 
the Enlightenment, striving to produce ever more sophisticated accounts of 
human experience based on observation. 

A medical approach was influential here since clinicians had a fund of ex- 
amples to draw upon that illustrated the enormous variety of human nature, 
both normal and pathological, and the complexity of mind—body interaction. 


17. e.g. Baxandall, 1985, pp. 74-104; Stocking, 1982; Rousseau, 1990; Fox ef a/, 1995, ch. 4 (by Smith); 
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This last point is important because eighteenth-century savants were generally 
reluctant to see mind and body as separate; they exhibited a preference for 
showing how the two were necessarily intertwined. Some savants were still 
dualists, but their understanding of mind-body interaction was exceedingly 
sophisticated, so that the difficulty zm practice of separating these two elements 
was clear to them. Indeed, it was suggested that, as the prominent medical 
idéologue Cabanis put it, the physical and the moral were at their base the same, 
both facets of ‘organisation’.”” He meant by this that it was possible to under- 
stand all the functions of living things in terms of their structural complexity. 
The implications for a science of man were clear; even the most elaborate 
mental processes where to be explained biologically, by reference, for example, 
to the anatomy and physiology of the brain and nervous system.”' Not only 
were ‘mind’ and ‘body’ two manifestations of a single set of natural phenom- 
ena, but strong claims about the existence of a soul or free will easily appeared 
implausible. It is worth being quite explicit about why this was the case. 

I mentioned earlier the question of active and passive elements; under 
political absolutism the populace was relatively passive, the king, active. That, 
at least, was the theory. Similarly, it was possible to imagine the human body 
as relatively passive, the soul, mind, will, or spirit as more active. And so it was 
with nature too, which was often seen as the inert substratum upon which God 
acted via laws of nature. Although it would be a mistake to imply that there was 
a consensus on these matters, we can gather much about the common assump- 
tions made about them from the violent reaction elicited in the eighteenth 
century by theories that attributed activity to mere matter. By the end of the 
century, however, natural philosophers had developed elaborate ways of undet- 
standing living things that followed a delicate middle ground. They rejected 
crude dualism partly because neither soul nor free will did the necessary ex- 
planatory work in producing a convincing and naturalistic account of organic 
action. Equally, they mostly had little time either for overt materialism or for 
theories of active matter, which were generally deemed subversive.” 

The approach taken by Cabanis and by many of his contemporaries, 
which involved the study of ‘organisation’, stemmed from precisely this newly- 
found middle ground, one that was especially attractive to those who were 
self-consciously progressive, both socially and politically. We should note the 
affinity between the physiological and biological approaches just outlined, and 
political assumptions that people could make ordered societies themselves. 
Such societies were deemed capable of manifesting considerable organisational 
complexity, without the intervening hand of a separate and higher active power. 
Furthermore, the overlap, play and analogies between the human body and the 
body politic were, as commentators have noted, recognised at the time.” It was 
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equally evident that the problems of explaining action, whether this was divine, 
natural, or mental, were different facets of a single philosophical cluster. It 
should therefore come as no surprise to discover that the zdéo/ogues were deeply 
interested in the science of man, and especially ‘psychology’, in scientific method, 
and in the natural, the political and the moral sciences broadly defined. 

All the issues mentioned so far could be explored at a variety of levels and 
through a wide range of specific instances. For example, at a more detailed 
level much of debate hinged on the faculties of the understanding, especially 
because there was no consensus as to what the basic faculties were. Some com- 
mentators simply eliminated will as a fundamental faculty or claimed that ideas 
of free will were no more than a theological trick. For others the will was not 
demoted completely — for de Tracy, a leading zdéologue, the basic faculties were 
feeling, remembering, judging, and willing. Nonetheless, he did not see the will 
as detached from and superior to other bodily and mental processes. It was one 
faculty among others to be understood naturalistically. However, by the 1790s 
there was a growing awareness of the inadequacies of the basic sensualist 
model, of the complexity of mental life and hence of the need to alert and 
expand the terms within which psychology was discussed.” There is no better 
exemplification of this point than the changing ideas of Maine de Biran.” 

Maine de Biran was an influential philosopher who was concerned above all 
with introspection, with explaining our inner mental lives. He is considered to 
be of ‘pivotal importance in the history of French thought’, a figure who 
‘helped create nineteenth-century French Spiritualism and twentieth-century 
French Existentialism’.” Initially, he was enthusiastic about édéologie, both de 
Tracy and Cabanis responded positively to his early work, and he in turn was 
indebted to them. Indeed, in many ways de Tracy’s own dissatisfaction with 
Condillac’s sensualism paved the way for Maine de Biran’s more searching 
critique and for the alternative that he developed. But he became disaffected 
with the zdéologue approach and sought his own path. He retained, however, a 
conviction that constructing a science of human nature was a task of para- 
mount importance and himself attempted to produce a synthetic account of 
the field — a psychology or philosophical anthropology, to use his own terms. 
He held a deep conviction in the importance of human consciousness, 1.€. 
inner experience, as a source of knowledge and thus introspection was a central 
method for him. More than this, the inside of human beings could not, for 
de Biran, be seen as passive. Rather he sought an active human centre in the 
will. This had two implications. First, de Biran was interested in the nature of 
willed effort by which the self knows or feels itself through the resistance it 
encounters. Second, he used this as a paradigm of causality. Indeed, the will is 
so central to his philosophy that it may be summed up in the phrase, ‘T will, 


therefore I am’.”’ 
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In the career of a single individual, nurtured in the major traditions of the 
Enlightenment, we can trace the progressive disenchantment with those tradi- 
tions. Maine de Biran was an agnostic early in his life, he died a Catholic. He 
began with an interest in thinkers such as Locke, Bonnet, and Condillac, then 
he became involved with the zdéologues, especially Destutt de Tracy and Cabanis, 
and finally he moved away from them towards more mystical approaches 
and philosophies where the existence of God and the spiritual dimensions 
of human life occupied a more central position. Along with his insistence on 
human activity, on ‘man’ as a free agent, and on the basic distinction between 
our experience of the external and internal worlds, went a deep conviction in 
dualism. It is everywhere in his later ideas. Indeed, dualism was at the heart of 
the authoritarian response. 

For Maine de Biran the differences between mind and body, between the 
spiritual and the material realms, between active causes and passive effects, and 
between God and His created world were of paramount importance. These 
distinctions had a number of facets. They enabled him, for example, to stress 
the special nature of the human mind, which, for both theological and philo- 
sophical reasons, was a centrepiece of his thought. Free will was contrasted 
with matter, which was determined by laws of nature. Such distinctions also 
expressed a revulsion against ‘levelling tendencies’, against the crassness of 
lumping things together — a complaint often directed against the Enlighten- 
ment by its critics. An approach that rests heavily on the existence of distinct 
orders of being, and that then construes these as ranged along a hierarchy, be 
it of power, value, morality, or degree of spirituality, requires a philosophy of 
difference. And, at this historical juncture, dualism was the major and the most 
attractive candidate. 

1 am not suggesting that Maine de Biran was somehow inherently reaction- 
ary, although his politics can certainly be characterised as conservative. Like 
many of the zdéo/ogues he was a public figure for large parts of his adult life. For 
most of the period of Napoleon’s rule he was an administrator and a repres- 
entative in national assemblies, although he, again like them, came to oppose 
the Emperor. He was once more active under the restored monarchy. It is 
possible to argue that his philosophy was consonant with a more authoritarian 
approach in general and that his emphasis on the spiritual aspects of human 
existence supported more than an introspective approach: it actively encour- 
aged ideas of distinct levels, some of which — God, the life of the spirit, the will 
— were ‘higher’ than others. 

The authoritarian response manifested itself in a number of forms — some 
of which were closely linked with ‘Romanticism’.* It is important to recognise 
that there were major differences of opinion among those we identify as the 
principal exponents of an authoritarian position.” There was, for example, no 
consensus on the merits of Napoleon’s rule, on the role an aristocracy should 
assume, on the precise form monarchy should take. Nor was there agreement 
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on what the principal causes of Revolutionary turmoil were, although many 
commentators saw the Enlightenment as a major, if not its sole cause. That 
exponents of the authoritarian response possessed highly individual perspect- 
ives on philosophical, religious, and political matters in no way undermines 
my analysis of their shared position as influential propagators of the beltef 
that clear, transcendent authority was indispensable to the well-being of 
human society. A revealing, if idiosyncratic, example of the cult of authority 
is Chateaubriand — noble, royalist, and Romantic writer. Chateaubriand’s 
memoirs, published in 1849, provide eloquent testimony to his reactions to the 
Revolution, while his famous Génie du Christianisme (1802), which came at a 
strategic moment in France’s relationship with the Papacy, was an enormously 
influential statement of the inspirational power of religious belief. As a writer 
of extraordinary emotional energy, he was able to present many different 
aspects of the need for authority — a prominent argument in Géme is that 
adoration of the deity brings aesthetic rewards.” 

We can contrast the picture of the satisfaction afforded by Christianity, 
which Chateaubriand painted in Génze, with the painful one of the Revolution 
in his memoirs: 


The Revolution would have carried me with it if only it had not begun with a series 
of crimes: I saw the first head carried on the end of a pike and I recoiled. In my eyes 
murder will never be an object of admiration or an argument for freedom; I know of 
nothing more servile, contemptible, cowardly, and stupid than a terrorist....On 14 
July came the fall of the Bastille. ...In the midst of these murders, the mob indulged 
in wild orgies. .. . The ‘victors of the Bastille’, happy drunkards declared conquerors by 
their boon companions, were driven through the streets in hackney carriages; prosti- 
tutes and sans-culottes, who were at the beginning of their reign, acted as their escort. .. . I 
was standing at the window of my hotel with my sisters and some Breton acquaint- 
ances when we heard shouts of ‘Bolt the doors, bolt the doors! A troop of ragamuffins 
appeared at one end of the street.... As they came nearer, we made out two dishev- 
elled and disfigured heads. ... The murderers stopped in front of me and stretched the 
pikes up towards me, singing, dancing, jumping up in order to bring the pale effigies 
closer to my face. One eye in one of these heads had started out of its socket and was 
hanging down on the dead man’s face; the pike was projecting through the open 
mouth, the teeth of which were biting on the iron....If I had had a gun, I should 
have fired at those wretches as at a pack of wolves. They howled with fury... Those 
heads, and others which I saw soon afterwards, changed my political tendencies; I was 
horrified by these cannibal feasts... .*' 


I have quoted from Chateaubriand at length in order to convey the powerful 
manner in which he builds up an image of Revolution as terror to serve his 
larger purposes (cf. plates 4, 5, pp. 28, 29). He deploys two main strategies: 
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the use of a specific vocabulary that generates an emotional response and the 
selection of episodes in the Revolution as emblematic of the process as a 
whole. He does indeed achieve his principal goal — to shock his readers into 
an instinctive revulsion — but the precise way in which this is accomplished is 
significant. Fragmentation of an entire society as well as of individual bodies 1s 
a major theme. The severed head does an enormous amount of work by allow- 
ing us to move from bodily mutilation to political chaos. The chaos, which 1s 
specifically associated with the mob, has a quite particular set of characteristics: 
it is criminal, bestial and sexual. Both literal and metaphorical promiscuity are 
at issue here. And, the ultimate accusation is that of cannibalism. The mob, 
according to Chateaubriand, is no longer human, it is less than human since it 
carries out the worst transgressions that we can imagine. The Revolutionary 
processes were filthy and chaotic, how then could France be cleansed and 
reordered? 

There were a number of responses to this question, which was felt to be an 
extremely urgent one by many members of that society. There were political, 
religious and philosophical responses — what they had in common was an 
authoritarian cast of mind. Napoleon, to take the most obvious example, saw 
his destiny as providing a political solution to what he saw as ‘the spirit of 
faction’, ‘the disorder’ of the 1790s, since these were ‘hurling the nation into 
an abyss from which the time has at last come to rescue it, once and for all’.” 
In concrete terms, this strategy took a number of forms: the gathering of 
military and political power to himself, eventually as a hereditary ruler, the 
elaboration of a highly structured administrative apparatus to serve his needs, 
the imposition of the famous Napoleonic codes, which, among other things, 
assetted the rights of the husband/father within the family, and the pursuit of 
an imperialist project. Furthermore, Napoleon was far from being liberal when 
it came to intellectual matters. He discouraged dissent, and most famously in 
1803 he abolished the Second Class of the /nstitut National, the home of the 
idéologues, many of whom had welcomed his political participation in the early 
days, but who became increasingly disenchanted as his tyrannical aspects and 
megalomaniac aspirations emerged. | 

An equally revealing parallel response was the development of ‘traditionalist’ 
philosophy.” Here was an attempt to generate a coherent philosophical reac- 
tion to both the Revolution and to the Enlightenment that had supposedly given 
birth to it. In place of faction, the traditionalists wanted organic unity, instead 
of a social contract, they asked for a divinely-sanctioned political order uniting 

God and monarch. Order was God-given, not made by human beings; accord- 
ingly, notions such as the sovereignty of the people and democracy represented 
monstrous detours from a true path. Religion and politics should be reunited, 
they felt. This project for a new coherent synthesis entailed, among other 
things, recouping the idea of revelation as able to do important philosophical 
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work.” Not only was revelation the ultimate source of authority, but a dramatic 
claim was made about the acquisition of knowledge in general. The traditionalists 
attacked Bacon — an Enlightenment superhero — and the scientific traditions 
indebted to him, and they attacked sensualism for its denial of innate ideas. In 
place of a view of knowledge as acquired by human effort through processes 
that could be understood, they substituted the idea of knowledge as, ultimately, 
a gift from God. Accordingly order, of whatever kind, is given from on high, 
not acquired from below. 

One of the most important exponents of this position was Joseph de 
Maistre, a conservative Catholic monarchist, who saw the Enlightenment as 
the direct begetter of Revolution.”’ For him the Revolution was ‘satanic’, it was 
a time of ‘orgies’, and the philosophers who unleashed it could be deemed the 
cause of murders, they were ‘monsters’ and ‘scoundrels’.”” The accusations of 
moral depravity are indeed striking, not least in the similarity they bear to 
Chateaubriand’s. Of course, they partly served a rhetorical purpose, to heighten 
the split between the Revolution and what should succeed it — if the former 
could be made all bad, the goodness of the latter could emerge more vividly. 
But if a traditionalist response was to convince, it had to do more than de- 
nounce the Revolution and the philosophes — it had to generate a fresh and 
compelling account of political and social order. For de Maistre one of the 
main routes for doing so was rethinking the nature of sovereignty, a project he 
was already engaged in by the mid-1790s. 

Joseph de Maistre clearly needed to undermine the radical implications 
that emanated from the sovereignty of the people, since these served to negate 
the overarching character of divine power. At the same time he recognised 
that God acts through people and not supernaturally when it comes to the 
social and political order. For him, God ‘has willed society, he has wzled also 
the sovereignty and laws without which there would be no society’ and hence 
secular order derives ultimately from divine will.” It further followed that 
ideas such as the state of nature and the social contract are completely mis- 
leading. God made people sociable, and he made them into nations: ‘the 
same power that has decreed social order and sovereignty has also decreed 
different modifications of sovereignty according to the different character of 
nations. ... The Creator has traced on the globe the limits of nations...” 
Thus, nations have character traits similar to human beings, and enjoy a kind 
of organic unity. Each nation has its own appropriate form of government, 
which cannot be derived from abstract general principles — it is God-given 
and natural. We may notice at this point how de Maistre is bringing together 
diverse kinds of power and treating them all as properly deriving from 
God’s will. 


36. The force of such claims about ‘revelation’ are brought out particularly clearly when the contrast with 
natural theology — the discovery of God through the empirical study of his works — is considered. 

37. Lively, 1965; Lebrun, 1969; Beik, 1970, pp. 62-72. 

38. Church, 1964, pp. 15, 19, 20, cf. Paulson, 1983. 

39, Lively, 1965, p. 94. 

40. Ibid., p. 99. 
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The deployment of nature in the service of de Maistre’s argument is instruct- 
ive. Indeed, in doing so, he was employing a standard device of Enlightenment 
writers for invoking authority, but to quite different ends: ‘the aristocracy is a 
sovereign or ruling class by nature, and the principle of the French Revolution 
runs directly contrary to the eternal laws of nature’.”’ Such a claim is consist- 
ent with the accusations of evil, monstrosity, and depravity that he made 
against the philosophes, and with his distrust of reason. When people attempt 
to be architects of societies, they exhibit exactly that false pride, shallow self- 
confidence, and disrespect for the true laws of God and nature of which the 
Enlightenment was so often accused. In his own way de Maistre explored the 
problem we associate with Frankenstein and with Faust. 

One of the main props of de Maistre’s view of sovereignty is the importance 
of unity: “however sovereignty is defined and vested, it is always one, unviolable 
and absolute’.”” Interestingly enough, this is quite compatible with one of the 
cornerstones of Revolutionary thought — the unity of the nation — it would 
therefore be mistaken to assume that Revolution and tradition were always 
polar opposites. We can see the desire for a comforting wholeness in some of 
the ‘sacred laws’ that de Maistre enumerated. These included, ‘1. The king is 
sovereign; no one can share sovereignty with him, and all powers emanate from 
him’, and ‘2. His person is inviolable; no one has the right to depose or judge 
him’.* The essence of such ‘laws’ is that they are not derived from human 
reason, but ‘are written only in men’s hearts, and more particularly in the 
paternal relationship between prince and subjects’. In de Maistre’s work we can 
see how the familiar battle lines are clearly drawn. On the side of the Revolu- 
tion and the Enlightenment we have reason, abstraction, hubris, faction, chaos, 
depravity and artificially constructed societies, while on the side of order and 
monarchy we find moral feelings, faith, unity and cohesion, clear and tran- 
scendent sources of power, the divine will and ‘nature’. In the first the people 
themselves try, profanely, to construct an ordered society; while in the second, 
God, working with monarchs, the aristocracy and the Church, creates social 
and political order. 

By examining the writings of a number of prominent thinkers we can see 
more teadily the ways in which the Enlightenment was reified and then used 
in a specific historical setting as a vehicle for debating wide and deep questions 
about order and authority. These debates were symptomatic of a larger crisis. 
It was not only savants who perceived and tried to conceptualise an unstable 
situation, although their views are of additional interest because of both their 
active participation in a number of regimes and their attempts to produce 
coherent intellectual reactions to social and conceptual change. These conflicts 
were felt by the populace too. We know, for example, that the women of the 
people quickly turned against the anti-Catholic fervour of the Revolution; 
they tried to clean churches, to atone for profane acts, to continue traditional 


41. Ibid., p. 105. 
42. Ibid., p. 112. 
43. Ibid., p. 117. 
44. Ibid., my emphasis. 
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worship, and to support their priests.” When dealt with at an intellectual level, 
the Enlightenment, the Revolution, and the reactions against them all appeared 
more clear-cut than they were in reality. To an extent, this was inevitable. 
After all, a battle of words, images and symbols had been enjoined, and all 
protagonists wanted to effect a moral polarisation for their own rhetorical and 
political purposes. 

In referring to rhetoric I do not mean to trivialise in any way the shadows 
constructed by writers who epitomise the authoritarian response. Such rhetoric 
was important in its own right as well as being the main vehicle for intense 
emotion. Furthermore, we know the Enlightenment through the successive 
versions of it constructed by many generations of commentators. The version 
produced at the end of the eighteenth century has special interest. The Enlight- 
enment that was invented in the wake of the Revolution arose at a momentous 
turning point in European history. There was both a freshness and a rawness 
in responses to the Enlightenment at that time, because it was felt with such 
intensity that this movement had cast deeply threatening shadows. By examin- 
ing those shadows we arrive at a better understanding of the Enlightenment 
itself, because these two elements, although their forms may change, remain 
inseparable. 


45. Hufton, 1971. 
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PART II 


BODY MANAGEMENT 


Medicine is a dominant theme in Part 2, yet the term ‘medicine’ needs some 
unpacking. To interpret medicine in narrowly professional terms would be 
anachronistic for a time when there was so little uniformity of medical training 
and practice and so many interested parties. We can usefully distinguish four 
of its aspects. First, medicine possesses a distinctive subject matter — the 
human body in sickness and in health. While practitioners invariably presented 
their understanding of the body as authoritative and systematic, they have 
never been able to exercise exclusive rights over it. The body is at once so 
implicated in the quotidian existence of every human life and so supercharged 
with meaning that it can never be owned by a set of occupations. Second, 
medicine has generated a number of vocabularies for speaking of what goes on 
in relation to bodies, hence its idioms penetrate other domains. To be sure 
these are complex processes that are far from uniform, but the seepage of 
medical language is a significant historical phenomenon, to be distinguished 
from its subject matter. Languages may be distinguished too from medical 
world-views, the third aspect. ‘These world-views are equally pervasive, but they 
possess a distinctive level of generality. By medical world-view I mean a general 
framework, such as environmental medicine or the germ theory of disease, that 
is capable of making sense of a wide range of phenomena and of shaping 
broad patterns of behaviour and thinking — anxieties about infection and spe- 
cific measures to eliminate it, for instance. Finally, medicine 1s a set of practices; 
literary and visual as well as diagnostic and therapeutic. Clinical practice is 
where social negotiations necessarily take place; it is also where the messiness 
of bodily phenomena have to be made sense of if at all possible. Important 
implications follow from these distinctions for the theme of body manage- 
ment. In Part 2 I argue that a good deal of that management occurs textually. 
Yet we should not put undue emphasis on the power that medical writers could 
exercise when they had, if not exactly a free rein, at least a wider imaginative 
space in which to work. The body, especially in disease, was recalcitrant, and 
clinical practice provided one kind of brake on medical thinking. Prevailing 
assumptions concerning social, political and economic priorities acted in a 
similar fashion. 
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In “The Popularisation of Medicine’, I examine a text, first published in 1760 
by a practitioner with a huge European reputation, who could draw on his 
extensive clinical experience in advocating a particular kind of body man- 
agement. For Tissot each individual had to manage meticulously their own 
sexuality and should be taught to do so in childhood. In a significant sense 
the renowned Swiss physician was a reformer, who manipulated his readers’ 
emotions in order to bring about changes that would start with individuals 
behaving differently, but would eventually yield a collective improvement. By 
contrast, the body management at issue in “Medical Mediations’ is at once more 
philosophically subtle and politically brutal. It is a familiar idea that the French 
Revolution acted as an intensifier of cultural trends, and that the body played 
a central role in its ideological conflicts. In responding to the guillotine, medical 
thinkers had to both think through its physiological effects and assess its moral 
impact. The issues raised by the guillotine were intricate, both philosophically 
and politically, hence the need to manage its perceived effects within medical 
discourse. ‘Guarding the Body Politic’? concerns medicine much more loosely. 
The author of the text with which it is concerned was not medically-trained, 
although he was interested in both natural philosophy and natural history. 
Volney’s catechism resembles Tissot’s Essay on Onanism in that, by seeking 
to inculcate good habits in individuals and thereby in society as a whole, 
it is openly reformist. Although both draw on long-established languages of 
sinfulness, their framework is naturalistic in being based on the existence of 
natural laws, which should be followed — the authority of nature rather than 
that of God is invoked. It was possible to do this because ‘health’ was a term 
with powerful affect, suggesting an absolute good, for both individuals and 
collectivities. Health was also a norm, an ideal, a state that was ‘natural’. Such 
investment in health as a concept is the context for ‘Policing Public Health’, 
which examines some of the ways in which the well-being of groups was 
conceptualised and the practices designed to promote it. 

Medicine was, these essays suggest, a complex cultural construction, with a 
potent reformist, even utopian dimension. In a sense it stood for the search for 
a better society to be achieved through individual body management. It was 
also a metaphorical domain within which general issues such as ‘lifestyle’ and 
mind—body relationships could be explored. Accordingly, it is inappropriate in 
this period to think of medicine as a profession or a discipline, rather it was a 
rich cultural terrain of which no single group had exclusive possession. 
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CHAPTER Six 


The Popularisation of Medicine: 
Tissot on Onanism 


Popularisation has been surprisingly little studied by historians of science and 
medicine.’ Although common-sense meanings of popularisation are obvious 
enough, for the purposes of historical analysis it is vital to consider how popu- 
larisation is best characterised and what approaches suit its investigation. The 
dramatic proliferation of works which can only be described as ‘popular’ on 
scientific and medical subjects during the Enlightenment is a significant histor- 
ical and literary phenomenon. While it would be possible to present this trend 
as simply a spin-off of economic expansion and social mobility, such an ap- 
proach lacks analytical bite. Important questions include: who wrote these 
works, for whom and why, what kind of process is ‘popularisation’? In fact the 
very idea of ‘popularisation’ is problematic, since it apparently confirms an 
unfortunate dualism, with ‘knowledge’ and those who produce it on one side, 
and a diluted form of that knowledge and its consumers on the other. One way 
of overcoming the consequences of a way of thinking that reinforces a schism 
between science/medicine and society is to treat scientific and medical texts 
as literature, and not to worry about their epistemological status, about their 
originality or the quality of their knowledge. It is then possible to examine 
different genres, styles and textual strategies in a way that respects the domin- 
ant themes and openness of eighteenth-century culture, the enormous inter- 
play between areas we have subsequently come to hold separate. Writings on 
matters of health participated fully in larger trends, and there is an aspect of 
eighteenth-century ‘popularisation’ that is particularly relevant here: the pro- 
found didacticism so many medical publications of the period shared with 
literary productions on other subjects. 

Popular medical works in the eighteenth century did not consciously seek to 
expound the results of ‘research’. Frequently targeted at specific social groups 
(women, mothers, families, people with a particular social status or occupa- 
tion), they generally addressed, advised and exhorted the reader in some way. 
It does not follow from this that they were highly simplified. Indeed, there 


1. See Ehrenreich and English, 1979; Lawrence, 1975; Rosenberg, 1983; Cooter, 1984; Porter, 1985; 
Secord, 1985; Shinn and Whitley, 1985; Porter, 1992. 
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were wide variations in the amount of technical or linguistic knowledge pre- 
supposed. There seems to have been a degree of unity in their approach in 
that the relation of ‘lifestyle’ to health was mostly the central issue. This in part 
reflects the widespread continuing commitment to notions of constitution 
and temperament, to the importance of habit and regimen, and to the impact 
of the environment on human beings.” Consequently self-help and the preven- 
tion of disease occupied a prominent place in writings that exhorted people to 
strive for the ultimate ideal, health, through a ‘medicine of avoidance and 
ptevention’.” 

In addition to the explicit advice given, popular medical texts assumed that 
robust health was a general good and that illness had adverse economic and 
political consequences. The idea of ‘lifestyle’ as embodied in these texts is, in 
fact, rather complex and was developed in a number of different ways. Gen- 
erally these involved the whole person — mind and body — in their immediate 
context, especially the family. Lifestyle could be a way of speaking about class, 
gender or even whole nations, as in the growing concern in the second half of 
the century with generating an adequate population to underpin the strength 
of the state.* Since medical advice books were sold to individuals, they consid- 
ered the relationship between their readers and the larger social fabric as a 
matter of course, although they tended not to concern themselves with the 
health of collectivities. This is an important point because these volumes had 
to hold together a sense of individuals’ responsibility for their own health and 
of the tangible effects of their condition on others. The presentation of health 
in terms of selfhood is particularly striking,’ To be healthy was to have a 
competent, coherent identity; to be ill as a result of one’s own behaviour was 
to have fallen into a state that was somehow less than fully human — much the 
same was said about the body politic. 

Didactic literature proliferated in the eighteenth century. Several scholars who 
have studied general conduct books have noted their popularity, their tendency 
to re-use well-established and successful models, and the ways in which they 
wete closely related to other forms of literature, often being formed by rear- 
ranging excerpts from publications of quite different kinds.° Medical advice 
books should thus be seen in the larger context of conduct books in general. 
It would be easy to suggest rather general explanations for the increased output 
of such literature: concern about social mobility, anxieties on the part of the 
mobile themselves, attempts to assert control by groups seeking to establish or 
maintain hegemony, the social ambitions of the writers who produced them, 
and so on. This chapter has an altogether more modest aim: to examine more 
closely the form and content of such publications through a case study. 


2. Smith, 1985; Riley, 1987. 

3, Riley, 1987, p. xv. Riley provides an excellent discussion of environmental medicine in order to 
understand how endemic and epidemic disease was tackled in the eighteenth century, hence his focus is on 
agerepate rather than individual health. 

4. Glass, 1978; Buck, 1982; Taylor, 1979 and 1985; Riley, 1985, esp. chs 3 and 4. 

5. 1am well aware that the self is a tricky concept. Porter, 1997 outlines a range of historical approaches, 
see especially part I] — Enlightenment. 
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Surveys of broad categories of popular literature run the risk of neglecting 
the actual strategies that writers employed and the nature of the reading experi- 
ence they offered their audiences. Of course, it would be naive to suppose that 
we can ever reconstruct that experience. For one thing, we do not know how 
these works were used. Were they read from cover to cover, dipped into only 
when needed, or even bought to impress and never read at all? Furthermore, 
which family members read them? Were the numerous books addressed to 
mothers about female and childhood complaints read by the women them- 
selves? The questions are endless — only the immense popularity of these texts 
is clear. Snippets of information about such matters can be gleaned from dia- 
ries and private papers, but these are, by their very nature, both fragmentary 
and unreliable.’ Careful study of popular medical publications can, however, 
tell us quite a lot about the audiences constructed by the author, about languages 
of health and illness, and about the rhetorical strategies deemed most appropriate 
to the subject. 

I propose to analyse one such text, in order to illustrate how it works at a 
number of levels, developing a complex, even contradictory role for the reader. 
This work can safely be designated as ‘popular’ in the most basic sense. It was 
evidently commercially successful, enjoying numerous eighteenth-century edi- 
tions and being translated from the original Latin into French, English, Dutch, 
Italian and German.” I refer to Tissot’s famous, or rather notorious, Essay on 
Onanism of 1760 — a work which has been credited with exercising enormous 
influence on attitudes towards sexuality over a considerable period of time. Be 
that as it may, it is, in my opinion, an extraordinary piece of writng. At this point 
it may be objected that such a work is not ‘typical’. This may be true, but then 
searching for the ‘typical’ can be a misconceived and fruitless activity. It does, 
however, contain motifs found in other works of medical advice. Nonetheless, 
it may be helpful to point to two characteristics of the book which are tndeed 
unusual. First, the presence of the author is exceptionally powerful. Often 
books of this kind were multi-authored, comprising extracts from existing works, 
or the identity of the writer was relatively inconspicuous. Second, and directly 
related to this, was ‘Tissot’s prominence in the medical and literary worlds 
of his day. He published on a wide range of controversial topics, including 
smallpox inoculation, plague, the people’s health, fevers, epilepsy and nervous 
diseases. Many of the major figures of the Enlightenment, such as Voltaire and 
Rousseau, were among his friends.’ By contrast, many eighteenth-century medical 
advice books were written by little-known practitioners, who lacked the public 
acclaim that Tissot enjoyed. The only comparable figure was the feisty Scot 
William Buchan, whose Domestic Medicine of 1769 was an extension of and an 
act of homage to Tissot’s Avis au Peuple sur sa Sante, 1701. 


7. Beier, 1985; Lane, 1985. 

8. Although I know of no definitive bibliographical study of the numerous editions of Tissot’s work, the 
catalogues of the British Library, the Wellcome Institute Library, the National Library of Medicine and the 
Library of Congress list many different editions. See also Emch-Deriaz, 1992 and note 10 below. 
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While it would be fallacious to suppose that any significant degree of con- 
sensus existed in medicine, the themes and strategies used by Tissot appeared 
in other contemporary works, and many of his preoccupations were quite 
simply commonplaces of medical writings. There are, in fact, many extraordin- 
aty pieces of medical writing, although, like unhappy families, each is extraordin- 
ary in its own way. I make no apology, then, for choosing a single work, which 
is both noteworthy and indicative of broad historical trends.”” 

An Essay on Onanism, or a Treatise upon the Disorders produced by Masturbation: or 
the Dangerous Effects of Secret and Exxcessive Venery is a work often referred to but 
seldom read. It was written in an almost autobiographical mode, full of refer- 
ences to people Tissot knew or had corresponded with, anecdotes he had 
heard about, and his own clinical experiences. Since the author’s presence was 
established so strongly, Tissot could address the reader directly, as in a conversa- 
tion, yet with authority. Needless to say, however, in the course of cataloguing 
self-inflicted woes, he appealed to other kinds of authorities. Many of these are 
major medical sources from the seventeenth and earlier eighteenth centuries, 
such as Boerhaave, Haller and Hoffmann; others are classical, ranging from the 
expected use of Galen and Hippocrates to the more surprising invocation of 
sources such as Plato, Horace and Plutarch, who are cited in Latin. Tissot in 
fact quoted widely, from St Jerome and Montesquieu, Aristotle and Linnaeus, 
often with minimal references, which implies that he expected a part of his 
audience to be well-read. Yet he also made it clear that one could skip the Latin 
bits without losing the gist of his arguments, which implies that he expected 
some teaders to be familiar only with a vernacular.'' When coupled with the 
direct style, this gives the ‘information’ conveyed, at least to our eyes, a variety 
of epistemological statuses. These range from ‘I have seen myself...’ to “Some- 
one has written to tell me that he has heard/seen .. ., and include the standard 
citations of prominent medical authors like Harvey, La Mettrie and Boissier de 
Sauvages. Constant movement between these levels enabled Tissot to relate 
endless individual case histories, sometimes about named or identifiable 
people. This certainly served to heighten a sense of drama about health, which 
Tissot appeared to cultivate knowingly, even claiming that he will ‘terrify by 
examples’. Many of the cases he recounted end in gruesome death, and thus 
embody all the features of moral fable. The overt messages were unambiguous, 
simple and unoriginal. At heart there was only one lesson, ‘moderation’, a notion 
that dominated not just medical but the vast majority of didactic writings in the 


10. I have relied heavily on the edition printed in Dublin in 1772, translated from the French (‘the last 
Paris edition’) by A. Hume, MD, about whom little is known, although it seems he was the author of a 
medical advice book, Every Woman her Own Physician; or, the Lady’s Medical Assistant, 1776. Other editions which 
have been consulted, and other relevant works by Tissot, are listed in the bibliography. Emch-Deriaz, in 
Porter, 1992, p. 154, n. 17, gives some bibliographical information. Tissot had published in Latin on mas- 
turbation in 1758. The first edition of the work I discuss here is normally given as Lausanne, 1760. See Blake, 
1979, pp. 451-4. 

11. Tissot, 1772, p. vi. 

12. Ibid. Many of these examples are given in part 1 of the book, “The Symptoms’, and especially in 
section 4, ‘Observations of the Author’. The following three parts concern, “The Causes’, “The Cure’ and 
‘Analogous Disorders’. Section 10, “The Practice of the Author’, provides a detailed account of Tissot’s 
clinical practice, outlining the cures and remedies he used and assessing their efficacy. 
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eighteenth century. Moderation implied self-control, constant self-management, 
and the ability to monitor one’s own behaviour in the light of a larger per- 
spective, which included comparisons between the sexes, classes, ages and 
occupations. Where the ‘self’ is not up to these tasks, as with children, the 
control must be exercised by others. Accordingly, the moral tales in Tissot’s 
Essay wete addressed to a variety of audiences — the young, parents, guardians, 
other medical practitioners and also possibly the ‘general reader’. 

So far, the special nature of the subject matter has not been mentioned, yet 
this dominates the book as it has dominated its reception.'* It discusses that 
which is not normally discussed; it penetrates the secret lives of those whose 
stories ate told and, by implication, those who read it. In this way it resembles 
eighteenth-century writings on man-midwifery, which, in explaining child-: 
birth and assessing how it should be managed in the name of decency, had to 
negotiate a delicate path — keeping to a moral high ground while avoiding 
transgression. Not only did Tissot’s Essay on Onanism speak, at length, about 
things ‘unmentionable’, but it did so specifically in relation to a group of people 
for whom the implications are particularly shocking — children. Tissot’s text 
assumed the existence of childhood sexuality, implied the need for its control, 
and argued that failure to curb and direct it had permanent consequences 
because of the peculiar damage that results from the loss of such an important 
entity as the seminal fluid before maturity is attained.” 

We may reasonably suppose that children themselves did not read Tissot. 
Nonetheless, with an adult audience in mind, he acknowledged the difficulty of 
finding the right language: 


I can venture to aver that I have not neglected any precaution that was necessary to 
give this work all the decency, in point of terms, that it was susceptible of. ... Should 
such important subjects be passed over in silence? No, certainly. The sacred writers, 
the fathers of the church, who almost all wrote in living languages; the ecclesiastical 
writers, did not think it proper to be silent upon crimes of obscenity, because they 
could not be described without words. ... I hope to deserve the acknowledgement and 
approbation of virtuous and enlightened men, who are acquainted with the proneness 
of men to evil." 


Tissot thereby simultaneously claimed the right to speak on ‘indecent’ matters, 
and modelled his discourse on that of the Church, invoking St Augustine 
specifically as support. While there are many differences between his approach 
and a theological one, his invocation of the example of the early Church fathers 
is nonetheless interesting, It allowed him to introduce quasi-religious notions 
of evil and sin, which were coupled with the naturalistic arguments against 
sexual excess. And it is worth noting that he chose a biblical reference for the 


13. See Boucé, 1980 and 1982; Engelhardt, 1974; Hare, 1962; McLaren, 1973-74; Stanton, 1993; Bennett 
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14. On the history of childhood, see Ariés, 1973; Boas, 1966; Plumb, 1975; Sommerville, 1982; Pollock, 
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main title. Furthermore, these allusions fitted well with the confessional tone 
of much of the work. Case histories often took the following form: a patient 
has some symptoms, attempts are made to treat them to no avail, the patient 
is invited to confess his secret indulgences, whereupon the true causes of his 
plight are known. Either death or recovery could follow. Here, the medical 
practitioner indeed took on a priestly role, arrogating to himself the right to 
pry, to know and to pass judgement on a secret existence. The compulsion 
to discourse about ‘unmentionable’ acts and the demand to know about the 
sexuality of others by requiring them to give an account of themselves, which 
Foucault has written about, are thus well established in Tissot.’® 

A further issue is raised by the problem of finding an appropriate, non- 
erotic language for sexuality. Perhaps the analogy with witchcraft is useful here. 
There is considerable historical evidence that in some parts of Europe witch- 
hunts developed as a result of elite obsessions with the power of the devil, and 
that they accelerated with the use of torture, which encouraged people to talk 
about illicit activities and to denounce each other.’’ As a result, it becomes 
virtually impossible for historians to give any account of witchcraft itself, even 
assuming this is a feasible notion. Rather they must perforce study discourses 
about witchcraft, brought into existence by the interaction of different groups. 
It was the speaking and writing about magic that was significant, not the acts 
they purported to describe. Perhaps the same should be said about sexuality. 
In writing about Tissot, several historians have likened him to a witch-hunter 
in order to blame him retrospectively for persecuting people we now see as 
innocent victims. I can see how the analogy could be useful, not because 
we should pass judgement on him, but because it highlights the fact that it 
was teading, writing and speaking about the forbidden that was at issue in 
both cases. The similarities go further; Tissot gave a voice to that which 
was ‘unmentionable’, just as the witch-hunters had.'* Both ‘persecutor’ and 
‘persecuted’ had to speak the same language, enter into the same universe of 
meaning, agreeing about the potency of the phenomena at issue, even if one 
was tighteous, the other a transgressor. Following early editions of the Essay, 
Tissot received many letters couched in the very terms he had set out. Tissot 
and others were engaged in constructing elaborate discourses which, while they 
condemned a whole range of activities as irresponsible, gave them acknow- 
ledgement, celebrated them in words, precisely by giving them a voice, a frame- 
work, an audience, and considerable power. 

Just as the persecution of witchcraft allowed, indeed demanded, the re- 
counting of sexually transgressive activities, so Tissot relentlessly catalogued 
‘crimes’ and positively enjoyed, so it seems, rehearsing gruesome details. There 
was no inherent limit to these recitations, and endless elaborations could be 
introduced: ‘in a performance of this nature, where the writer must have less 
grounds to expect he shall convince by reasoning, than he has to hope he shall 
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terrify by examples, too many cannot be recited’."” Thus, just as subordinate 
clauses can be added to sentences, so extra examples and further details could 
be added to Tissot’s accounts. Discourses of sexuality proliferated promiscu- 
ously. An example of Tissot’s approach will perhaps illustrate these points: 


I was called upon, Feb. 10, 1760, to pay a visit in the country to a man, about forty 
years of age, who had been of a very strong and robust constitution; but who had been 
guilty of great excesses with women and wine, and who had greatly exerted himself in 
what may be stiled [st] remarkable feats of that kind. [There follows a vivid description 
of the man’s symptoms.| 

It appeared to me that the original cause of the disorder was too free an use of 
women and wine; and I thought that the feats which he had often performed might 
be the cause of the muscles being mote particularly affected.” 


Tissot then recounted his contact with the patient over some four years. ‘The 
case ends finally with death and a confession of having been abandoned to 
masturbation. Tissot’s writing contains two distinct positions here: at an ex- 
plicit level a cautionary tale is initiated in which a sinner will get his just deserts, 
but the repetition of his exploits together with the use of the word ‘feats’, 
which titillates readers and invites them to speculate about just what these 
‘feats’ could be, indicates a rather different stance. On the one hand Tissot 
argued that too much sexual activity makes people ul, offering a persuasive 
case for this through his vivid language, while on the other the pleasures to 
be derived from thinking, writing, and reading about sexuality at length are 
also apparent. 

Such ambivalence, of which I do not suppose the author to have been 
awate, goes deep into the structure of the book; it can be seen quite clearly in 
the issue of childhood sexuality: 


A child of this city [Montpellier], at the age of between six and seven, instructed, 
as I imagine, by a servant maid, polluted himself so often, that a slow fever, which 
succeeded, finished him. His rage for this act was so great, that he could not be 
restrained from it to the very last days of his life. When he was informed that he 
thereby hastened his death, he consoled himself, in saying, that he should the sooner 
meet with his father, who died some months before.” 


Here is a child apparently consumed with sexual passion, yet capable of fine 
sentiments. Moreover, his habit came not from within himself, but from an 
external agent of a different, lower social class. It is evident that Tissot had at 
his disposal a number of different explanations of masturbation, which carried 
distinct implications. The ambivalences and ambiguities of the book derive not 
only from the unstable coupling of illness and death with desire and pleasure, 
but from the existence of a number of models of how masturbation takes hold 
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of people. In order to offer a general explanation for the devastating effects 
of masturbation, Tissot turned to the nature of seminal fluid itself, attributing 
to it formidable vital powers: ‘the seminal liquor... has so great an influence 
upon the corporeal powers, and upon perfect digestion, which repairs them, 
that... the loss of an ounce of this humour would weaken more than that 
of forty ounces of blood....can anyone doubt of the various ills that must 
necessarily flow from a profuse evacuation of a humour that is so precious?” 
We can also apprehend the potency of ‘seminal liquor’ by the far-reaching 
physical changes that take place during male puberty and, conversely, as a 
result of castration. It 1s thus possible for Tissot to explain his pathological 
observations in physiological terms, although these hardly accounted for how 
such ‘filthy practices’ started and took hold of their victims. 

When it came to particular cases of children, like the little boy from 
Montpellier, where Tissot had studied, he stressed the role of external agents 
to give a social account of the problem’s origin. This is the advice he offered to 
parents on the subject of servants and preceptors. I give the passage in full in 
order to convey the range of metaphors Tissot employs: 


I could produce but too great a number of young plants, who have been lost by the 
very gardener who was instructed with their rearing. There are in this kind of culture, 
gatdeners of both sexes. But I shall be asked where is the remedy to this evil? The 
answer is within my sphere, and I shall give it in a concise manner. Be particularly 
careful in the choice of a preceptor, watch over him and his pupil with that vigilance, 
which an attentive and enlightened father of a family exerts to know what is done in 
the darkest recesses of his house; use that vigilance which discovers the coppice where 
the deer has taken shelter, when it has escaped all other eyes: this is always possible 
when it is earnestly pursued. ... Never leave young people alone with their masters, if 
these are suspected; and prevent their having any correspondence with the servants.” 


There is an undertow of violence here which is all the more striking for the 
contrast between the idea of children as plants, which was common at this 
time, and the idea of the father as a hunter. Likening children to plants could 
serve a variety of purposes, such as evoking a sense of latency, but generally it 
presented them as passive, adaptive and malleable, easily trained, and in the 
domain of nature.” The hunting image is not only strikingly violent, but it 
refers to deliberate, organised human behaviour, it contains movement, terror 
and persecution. But who or what is the father hunting? Is it the masturbating 
child, the corrupting tutor or sexuality itself that the deer stands for? Yet the 
father is more than a hunter: he is also to become an all-seeing eye or a beam 
of light which dispels darkness, and with it the privacy of the child. Tissot’s 
solution to the ‘problem’ of childhood sexuality lay not in medicine but in the 
social arrangements of the household. 


22. Ibid., p. 10. 
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That Tissot’s concerns were more social-cum-moral than narrowly medical 
is amply borne out by his treatment of other themes. Furthermore, he con- 
ceived the issue of the control of sexuality in terms of individual responsibility. 
We can see this in the fact that, concerned though he is with masturbation 
in adolescent boys, Tissot condemned a// excessive sex, even within marriage. 
His examples moved between masturbation and heterosexual sex, and some 
of these stress that coition can be dangerous to some people even when not 
excessive. Individuals who do indulge themselves sexually are taking the first 
step on the road to suicide.” In addition, Tissot repeatedly stressed the mel- 
ancholy of afflicted individuals, and melancholy is pre-eminently the disease of 
the self-absorbed; it was a recurrent theme in the literature on masturbation. 
In his edition of Tissot, the early nineteenth-century French hygienist Hallé 
nicely turned this association around by claiming that it 1s reading Tissot that 
induces melancholy!”® 

When Tissot came to list the reprehensible habits likely to get the young 
into trouble, they were all associated with a self-indulgent, luxurious lifestyle: 
‘idleness and inactivity, lying too long a-bed, over soft beds, succulent aro- 
matics, salt and vinous diet, suspicious friends, licentious productions... should 
sedulously be avoided’.*’ Narcissism seems to be the trouble here. Isolation and 
self-indulgence were to be deplored precisely because they were anti-social. 
Their likely outcome had to be recorded. To get this point across, Tissot 
launched into a list of symptoms which constituted a verbal attack of some 
force, where he seems to revel in the power of his own words: 


A description of the danger to a person who is addicted to the evil, is perhaps the most 
powerful motive of correction. It is a dreadful portrait sufficient to make him retreat 
with horror... The whole mass fallen to decay; all the bodily senses and all the fac- 
ulties of the soul weakened; the loss of imagination and memory; and imbecility, con- 
tempt, shame, ignominy, its constant attendants; all the functions disturbed, suspended, 
and painful; continued disorders, disagreeable, capricious, and disgusting; violent pains 
ever renewing; all the disorders of old age in the prime of youth; an incapacity for all 
the functions for which man was created; the humiliating character of being an useless 
load upon earth; the mortification to which it is daily exposed, a distaste for all decent 
pleasures; lassitude, an aversion for others, and at length for self; life appears horrible; 
the dread which every moment starts at suicide; anguish worse than pain; remorse, 
which daily increases; and which doubtless gains fresh strength; when the soul is no 
longer weakened by its union with the body; and serves perhaps for eternal punish- 
ment — a fire that is never extinguished.” 


There is a relentlessness about ‘Tissot’s description that suggests an element of 
pleasure to be derived from the recounting of pain and misery in others. This 
prose displays one of the characteristics of discourses on sexuality identified 
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earlier: it 1s potentially infinite, since more and more stories, examples and 
symptoms can be piled on top of one another. Even the sentence structure and 
punctuation confirm this. Equally interesting, however, 1s the content of Tissot’s 
description-cum-denunciation. 

By turning his attention inwards, the masturbator disintegrates as an indi- 
vidual self and as a social being. “Useless load’ is a term for social non-existence 
or, perhaps worse, for dependence upon others. ‘Tissot’s elaborate descriptions, 
case studies, anecdotes, quotations and stories can be read as pointing to a 
definition of health and its preservation in terms of the correct form of selfhood. 
In childhood, total control will be exercised over offspring so that their rela- 
tionships with social inferiors in particular are mediated through the father. At 
a symbolic level, Tissot developed the idea of a precious gift being husbanded; 
parents patrol children to prevent the profligacy of precious resources. Such 
surveillance sets in place the habits which, for the rest of an individual’s life, 
act aS a guarantee against excessive introspection and self-indulgence. To do 
otherwise is to lose one’s self, and hence to lose social legitimation — the 
consequences of the self-regarding dispersal of the most vital of vital fluids. It 
is ironic that Rousseau, according to Lejeune, also associated masturbation 
with introspection, but not in Tissot’s sense.”” Rather, for Rousseau, it was 
related to the creative imagination and reverie. Yet in Emile he condemned it, 
in terms very like those of Tissot, whom he admired. 

We cannot, of course, know precisely how widespread this vision of ill- 
health and loss of selfhood as two facets of the same coin was, although the 
association between health and competence seems to have been common. 
Many medical advice books rehearsed similar arguments, even if relatively few 
of them developed such powerful images. Similarly, philanthropic and reform- 
ist literature of the period manifested precisely these concerns. Two examples 
spring to mind: writings about the reform of prostitutes, which concentrated 
on re-establishing self-control and self-esteem; and attacks on male homosexu- 
ality, which often registered fears about the loss of individual and class iden- 
tity.” The notion of ‘unnatural acts’ links these areas. Such acts threatened to 
rob people of their fully human status, by making them closer to animals, or 
by degrading them into helplessness or dependence. Yet this notion of the 
‘unnatural’ is deeply problematic in an era noted by many scholars as one in 
which all things natural were celebrated, the diversity of human existence ex- 
plored and the commitment to sex as part of the natural order was particularly 
strong. Thus the boundary between ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’ had to be nego- 
tiated with care at that time. I would suggest that this was achieved partly 
through a distinction between productive and unproductive sex. By this I do 
not simply mean procreative or non-procreative sex, although that is involved. 
Rather, ‘productive’ refers to those sexual activities which have positive out- 
comes for individuals and for society as a whole, not to a populationism 
that advocates babies at any price. Those who render themselves mentally, 
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physically and socially incompetent through masturbation are clearly indulging 
in unproductive sex. By contrast, a married couple enjoying moderate sex, 
even if conception rarely results, would be an example of those who use their 
sexuality productively and responsibly. 

Tissot was particularly concerned that young people who masturbated would 
be disinclined to marry — a concern which also featured in the contemporary 
literature on prostitution. Celibacy and sterility were feared consequences of 
onanism — according to Tissot, women in particular became averse to the 
matriage bed. Not surprisingly, Tissot worked with a profound commitment 
to gender difference. We may take gender here as a shorthand for the study of 
an aspect of nature and for a language-cum-framework through which wider 
issues could be explored. For example, denunciations of male homosexuality 
in this period often spoke of ‘effeminacy’ and “degeneracy’. Tissot, by contrast, 
associated female homosexuality with the usurpation of a masculine role. It is 
notable that when discussing the effects of masturbation on women he moved 
so seamlessly to the question of homosexuality, without of course using that 
term. He attacked homosexual women on two grounds. First, he associated 
lesbianism (not his word) with deformed, over-large genitalia — that is, with 
monstrosity. Second, he accused them of being over-masculine: ‘some women 
who were thus imperfect, glorying, perhaps, in this kind of resemblance, seized 
upon the functions of virility’. In effect, it was being stated that two comple- 
mentary beings were a necessary precondition for ‘natural’ sexual relations to 
take place. While these manoeuvres around unnaturalness might work quite 
well in relation to the sexuality of adults, the cases of children put them under 
considerable strain, because children were so frequently taken as a paradigm of 
‘the natural’.°* If a sexual impulse was natural and children equally so, then an 
activity so often associated with children would seem to qualify for that epithet 
too. To resist this implication involved some elaborate reconceptualisations. 
For Tissot, the sexuality of children should be latent, not actualised. 

We have already noted one of the ways in which Tissot accounted for pre- 
cocious sexual activity in children — by identifying an external agent, often from 
a lower social class than the child, as the cause of corruption.”’ He also believed 
in the importance of education in the regulation of ‘natural’ propensities. Human 
nature, if it is not to be too disruptive, needs moulding in the correct forms. 
Here Tissot was in line with so many of his contemporaries, as he was too in 
the way in which he thought about this moulding, educative process as one that 
internalises moral norms. In children the process is still under way and hence 
necessarily incomplete, rendering them peculiarly vulnerable. Yet it must be 
completed if they are to become adults who are not socially dependent or too 
self-absorbed, both conditions which lead to inadequate development, signalled 
by poor health. Autonomy without narcissism, productive social relations 
without dependence were his goals. Tissot thus defined health in terms of a 
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particular kind of self, one that is not self-indulgent and hence has that degree 
of self-control and competence which allows it to function in society. ‘There ts 
a further implication: the location where such healthy selves are constructed is 
‘the family’, an abstraction that can simultaneously hold a belief in sexuality as 
part of nature and a commitment to its moral regulation for social ends. While 
clearly not all health problems raised the particularly tricky problems that 
masturbation did, most of them could be related to questions of lifestyle, habit, 
constitution and temperament, suggesting precisely the same issues about the 
healthy self and its conditions of existence, as well as about its intimate rela- 
tions with other selves, particularly within the family.” 

Like other medical authors of advice books, ‘Tissot presented means by which 
control could be successfully internalised, and, like them, he deluged the reader 
with a turbulent, conflict-ridden barrage of prose that created powerful images 
of adequacy and inadequacy, a dichotomy understood through gender, nature 
and the family, and which, above all, differentiated ‘natural’ from ‘unnatural’ 
development. At the same time, his text, which is acutely aware of its own 
practices and their potential transgressiveness, suggests, even draws attention 
to, the special pleasures to be derived from talking about forbidden topics. It 
is misleading to attribute to Tissot a reorientation of attitudes about masturba- 
tion and sexuality away from religion and towards medicine since he blended 
religious and medical idioms. Although he took health as a major criterion of 
judgement, the medical focus was far from exclusive. In fact his inclusiveness 
is striking. Notions of sin, evil, crime and punishment were all incorporated 
into a larger vision, which sets improper sexual activity in the context of class 
relations, family dynamics, responsibility and dependency, allowing him to move 
effortlessly between individual and social identity. Tissot shifted equally easily 
between patients’ observable symptoms and their attitudes, feelings and unseen 
behaviour. 

If it seems worthwhile to examine popular medical books as examples of 
particular kinds of discourses, a number of implications follow. First, we should 
be mote attentive to the textual riches of such publications and make com- 
mon cause with literary critics. Second, if specific examples of popular writing 
achieved prominence in the past, an explanation of this in terms of their literary 
properties may be more helpful than supposing, for example, that they cater to 
contemporary ‘neuroses’.” Third, if the metaphors of medicine are constitutive 
of the ideas and theories of practitioners, then textual analysis necessarily 
becomes an indispensable historical tool. Fourth, since the writing itself has 
embedded within it a whole host of social preoccupations and tensions, under- 
standing its language reveals how world-views are both confirmed and called 
into question. Finally, focusing on textuality helps us avoid the unfortunate 
dualism present in most treatments of ‘popularisation’, since language constitutes 
the common cultural core, which is no less fundamental to the science and 
medicine of the Enlightenment than it is to ‘literature’ as conventionally defined. 
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AFTERWORD 


Since the first version of this chapter was written considerably more attention 
has been paid to medical popularisation and especially to the two outstanding 
eighteenth-century figures, Buchan and Tissot.” This shift reflects an increas- 
ing interest in the culture of medicine and in the ways in which medical values 
are formed and propagated. Furthermore, the new attention being given to 
popularisation fits in with current interpretations of the Enlightenment, and 
with an emphasis on the reformism generally present in eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century societies. We now give much greater prominence to the 
growth of consumerism over the eighteenth century, and purchasing popular 
medical works can be seen in just this way. At the same time historians argue 
that profound changes in economic and above all commercial relationships 
were insepatable from social and political shifts, for example, the development 
of a public sphere in which opinions were formed and debated. Hence it seems 
plausible to interpret the growth of medical publishing that openly sought 
extended audiences — I would include medical periodicals here along with 
popular works — as being indicative of broader social changes, such as rises in 
the production and consumption of printed materials, and growing interest in 
philanthropy and reform in the service of building a strong, stable nation, 
dedicated to the promotion of moderation in all things. 

There can be no doubt that the popular medical literature of the later eight- 
eenth century was reformist, although it arose out of a wide range of political 
positions. It was reformist in a highly specific sense. Much of it was directed 
at the prevention not only of misery, ill-health and death but also of quackery. 
It is true that several books contained remedies and cures, but the emphasis 
was on advice, self-management and precautions. Implicitly there was also a 
message to fellow medical practitioners about the need for regulation and 
control to prevent the people becoming the dupes of charlatans. The new 
actions these works hoped to provoke in their readers occurred at individual 
and familial levels, and involved thinking afresh about the conduct of daily life. 
Thus they were holistic in orientation, and bore directly on people’s sense of 
themselves and of their intimate relationships. In this respect they laid little 
emphasis on medical ideas that were being developed at the same time and that 
have been seen as leading directly to the scientific medicine of the nineteenth 
century. Largely absent here was talk of localised pathologies, for example. 
Popular medicine concerned itself with daily experience, with lives as they were 
lived — this was not the static world of the autopsy, but the fluid world of 
regimen.’ Although lifestyle medicine has never ceased to exist, and is now 
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healthier than ever before, its eighteenth-century form must be understood as 
the specific conjunction of a number of different conditions — the state of print 
culture, models of health, class formation, political priorities and so on. 

Cultural historians of the eighteenth century have insisted on the larger 
importance of forms of writing which, while not invented in that century, came 
to prominence during it: the novel, case histories, periodicals and newspapers 
and so on.” Popular medical works are indeed interesting as forms of writing 
and they used narratives shaped by fiction, case histories and reportage. | 
suggested that a stress on their textual complexities is more fruitful than a 
concern about their epistemological status. Inquiries about the origins and 
quality of the knowledge they purported to impart are unproductive, because 
underlying them are assumptions about distinctions between high quality or 
pure knowledge on the one hand and diluted or applied knowledge on the 
other. The distinctions between popular and polite and high and low culture 
are equally problematic, and historians rarely use them now without glossing or 
seeking models that emphasise the interpenetration of forms of culture rather 
than two opposed types.” 

It is not a coincidence that the eighteenth century has often been construed 
as a low point in medical advancement. Since historians cannot find valued 
innovations, they have turned to medical cultures. Of course a number of more 
positive trends in the field have encouraged the study of medicine as a form 
of culture. Nonetheless, work on popular medicine seems to me to have had 
difficulty ridding itself of older assumptions about progress, science and 
authoritative knowledge.” Publications classified as popular are sometimes 
treated as if they were lightweight, intellectually speaking. It is not that we 
should rate them otherwise on this particular scale, but that the scale itself is 
inappropriate. Rather than measure their weightiness, I propose that we unravel 
the emotional and social positions popular medical writings occupied. 

Furthermore, an emphasis on the textual practices of popular medical writ- 
ings helps us to, as it were, get inside the populariser’s head. Naturally texts 
never give direct or unproblematic access to their authors, but they do establish 
moods, anxieties, furies, hopes, in this case providing evidence for the form- 
ation of medical identities. Texts reveal raw spots. For instance, in the case of 
Tissot’s volume on onanism, we have identified a number of special anxieties 
~ loss of coherent selfhood, the dangers of falling to the level of brutes, 
blurred gender roles, ambiguities between illness, sin and crime — that have 
wide historical resonances. When Tissot wrote about marital relations and 
domestic arrangements he was not alone, but adding his voice to existing ones 
— he fully participated in trends of the period, for example, in his concern 
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about the size and quality of the population. Furthermore, his ideas are insep- 
atable from the forms in which he expressed them. His prose seeks to give a 
level of truthful detail that will be both convincing and moving to readers. He 
quotes from letters he has received, and their immediate intimacy fits with their 
subject matter — sexual activity. In moving his readers, Tissot has not con- 
structed a ‘humanitarian narrative’, since the remedies he not in the sympa- 
thetic responses of readers to those whose woes are related, but in the possibility 
that individuals and families will change their behaviour, indeed will change 
their attitudes to themselves, and in this sense Tissot was more an exponent of 
the cautionary tale than of stories that prompt first sympathetic identification 
and then reformist action.” Insofar as Tissot provokes change, it is to be 
largely inside the heads of his readers and their families. 

Literary and cultural historians have recently found fresh ways of exploring 
fiction and other genres in the eighteenth century so as to point up their 
ideological centrality, particularly for gender relations and for the family.” In 
their turn gender and family acted as mediators for just about every other 
domain. Sexual disorder, like bodily conditions and the idea of health, was 
commonly a figure for social and political chaos, and since the direct stakes 
in individual and familial health were high, popular medical writings, which 
addressed such issues and acted as a bridge between them, are of considerable 
significance — a significance that attending to their textuality helps to bring out. 

It may seem naive still to be asking questions about the nature of popular- 
isation. Yet the innocent eye can be helpful, and there are further insights to 
be derived from careful attention to writing strategies and to the manner in 
which readers are constructed. Medicine was profoundly literary in the eight- 
eenth century, and despite significant amounts of scholarship in this area over 
the last ten years, the nature and implications of this literariness invite further 
exploration.” 
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Medical Mediations: 
Mind, Body and the Guillotine 


In myth and in history, the medicine of the French Revolution has long been 
celebrated. Philippe Pinel’s loosing of the chains of the insane, and the “birth of 
the clinic’, that is, the rise of Paris hospital medicine, are the two most obvious 
examples.’ There was, it has been asserted, a medical revolution that took place 
in France at this time, which enjoyed an intimate relationship with ‘1789’: 


the medical revolution that took place in these years constitutes a microcosm of the 
macrocosm that we call the French Revolution, and each revolution influenced the 
other. The transformation of institutions under a revolutionary public social philo- 
sophy affected the new course of health care for people. New medical approaches and 
techniques, as well as the new hospital system which emerged from this era, helped to 
lay the foundation for modern medicine in France. Revolution and war were not only 
the anvil and hammer that shaped a new France; they helped to forge a new medicine 
as well.’ 


Such a claim rests primarily on the institutional and professional innovations 
of the period. It is also common to identify the revolutionary period as a sig- 
nificant one for medical knowledge. In addition to Pinel, the anatomist Xavier 
Bichat is probably the best-known medical thinker of the period, although 
historians can point to a whole galaxy of medical theorists and practitioners 
who were major contributors to their fields. 

Furthermore, a number of these men were totally caught up in the general 
stream of revolutionary events, and, in some instances, the nature of their 
revolutionary activity was closely linked to their medical formation.” An em- 
phasis on ‘great names’, major institutions and professional organisation misses, 
however, the most striking quality of medicine — its cultural centrality. By its 
very nature such a presence is hard to describe. It involves, for instance, the use 
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of metaphors of disease, ideas of public health, images of body parts, and play 
on the notion of therapy for both the body and the body politic. In addition, 
it involves the central issue explored here — the mediating properties of medi- 
cine. Medical discourses explored, often without the fact being openly stated, 
political and social concerns. Medical language is rich, wide-ranging and cap- 
able of touching such a broad spectrum of human experience that its potential 
as a mediator is unusually vast. Mind—body interaction — a pressing question 
raised by the guillotine — is an exceptionally good example of the mediation 
phenomenon, because it was, in its ideal form, an exemplification of ordered, 
coherent and harmonious relationships. The guillotine — that powerfully dis- 
ruptive machine — was indeed an apt symbol of revolution. 

Charlotte Corday d’Armont was guillotined for the murder of Marat on 17th 
July 1793. A story was immediately spread around that when the executioner 
held up her head to the crowd, and slapped one of her cheeks in retribution 
for her deed, she visibly showed her indignation. As one contemporary medical 
commentator put it: ‘Who did not see Charlotte Corday’s face blush with 
indignation when the detestable executioner, who held in his hand that calm 
and beautiful head, gave it a slap.” The implication of this account of her last 
minutes was clear; death was not immediate upon decapitation, for the head 
was capable of movements: grinding of teeth, convulsions, movements of lips 
and eyes. These suggested the continued presence in the head of something 
that could be described, according to preference, as a soul, will, mind or self. 
It seemed to many observers that such signs were unambiguous expressions 
of conscious exertions on the part of the guillotine’s victims, prompting the 
idea that pre-arranged signals between those sentenced to death and their 
friends would prove the issue one way or the other. Those who maintained that 
consciousness persisted after decapitation further argued that death was not 
painless, but, on the contrary, that the sensations produced by decapitation 
were exceedingly vivid. Consciousness could therefore continue, they believed, 
despite such drastic bodily mutilation. 

The story about Charlotte Corday was only one, although certainly the most 
dramatic, of many anecdotes told about the persistence of life in severed heads 
and bodies during the French Revolution. Such mythology expressed a funda- 
mental anxiety about the process of death which gripped the entire nation, and 
which provided a set of powerful images for European literature. Particularly 
significant was the way in which the guillotine became virtually synonymous 
with the entire revolutionary period. This was pre-eminently true in Charles 
Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities (1859), which, drawing heavily on Carlyle’s 
conservative account of the French Revolution, never actually described an 
execution until the final dramatic scene, yet evoked vividly an image of the 
popular culture surrounding the guillotine.’ 


4. Oelsner, 1795, vol. 3, pp. 463-7, quotation from 464-5. General works on the death penalty and the 
guillotine include Goulet, 1981 and 1983; Kershaw, 1958; Laurence, n.d [1932]; Pertue, 1983; Arasse, 1989, 
Janes, 1991. For a narrative of Corday’s encounter with Marat, see Schama, 1989, pp. 729-41. 

5. Dickens, 1970. “The guillotine’s technical and visual character allowed it to acquire what we might term 
an iconic resemblance to the Jacobin Revolution’ — Arasse, 1989, p. 5. 
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Medical practitioners occupied a central place in debates about the guillo- 
tine, for it was they, after all, who had given the machine their imprimatur. As 
early as October 1789, Dr Joseph-Ignace Guillotin, physician and freemason, 
raised the question of capital punishment in the Constituent Assembly. It was 
agreed that no distinction should be made between those of different social 
tanks where the form of execution was concerned — all should be decapitated, 
thereby extending a noble ‘privilege’ to the people. In his speeches in favour 
of the proposed new laws, Guillotin referred to a mechanical device to do the 
job quickly and efficiently. The basic idea was by no means new. It was received 
with enthusiasm because the guillotine appeared to be an instrument of 
humanity and equality. In addition, there were technical reasons why using 
swords on a routine basis for decapitation was unsatisfactory. A successful, that 
is quick and painless, execution could not be guaranteed.° 

A guillotine was finally built after Antoine Louis, Permanent Secretary of the 
Academy of Surgeons, had given his opinion that a decapitating machine could 
easily be built ‘the effect of which would be infallible. This apparatus... would 
cause no sensation and would hardly be noticed.” In April 1792 trials were 
carried out at Bicétre on three corpses, which were then examined by Guillotin 
and Louis among others. From the initial suggestion that such a machine be 
built through to its actual construction, medical practitioners were among the 
prime movers. It is not surprising therefore to find that, when a heated dis- 
agreement about the guillotine took place in 1795, very shortly after censor- 
ship of the press was relaxed, medical practitioners and medical arguments 
defined the terms of debate. Contributions to newspapers and magazines on the 
question of, the guillotine in 1795 provide a valuable grid through which ideas 
then current about the relationship between mind and body can be examined. 

The medical debate was sparked off in Brumaire, year 4 (October 1795), by 
a letter from the anatomist Samuel Thomas Soemmerring, published in the 
Moniteur Universel.” Soemmerring condemned the barbarity of the French for 
their use of the guillotine, setting out a number of physiological arguments in 
favour of hanging as an alternative that was considerably less painful. Interest- 
ingly, all commentators agreed that victims should, on humanitarian grounds, 
be spared as much pain as possible. It was the pronouncement of the death 
sentence, rather than its actual execution, that constituted the punishment. To 
support his views Soemmerring drew on accounts by those revived after hang- 
ing. In common with people who had nearly drowned, they described the 
sensations they had experienced as being like those of falling asleep. Further- 
more, patients with damaged crania could be induced to sleep, Soemmerring 
claimed, by pushing on the exposed part of the brain. In hanging, blood accu- 
mulated in the brain and resulted in a build up of pressure which produced the 


6. Soubiran, 1964, chs 9-12; Weiner, 1972, pp. 85—9; ‘H.P.B’, 1966, p. 230, Outram, 1989, ch. 7; Janes, 
1991, esp. pp. 32-46. 

7. Quoted in Soubiran, 1964, p. 131; the text of Louis’s statement may also be found in Stewart, 1951, 
pp. 343-6. 

8. Soemmerring, an IV, pp. 378-9; Soemmerring’s letter was dated 20 May 1793. 
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sensation of sleepiness. Of course, there was no comparable first-hand evid- 
ence from those who had been decapitated! 

The discussions on the guillotine therefore centred on how the persistent 
movements of heads and bodies should be interpreted, for they were the only 
empitical evidence afforded by decapitation. While those who entered the fray 
against Soemmerring, like the medical idéologue P.J.G. Cabanis, discounted the 
story about Charlotte Corday as pure fabrication, the general facts were never 
in dispute. Heads and bodies did move and convulsions could be induced by 
stimulating the exposed spinal cord. Furthermore, it was generally agreed that 
the brain could still receive sensations from amputated parts, while the Italian 
pioneer of work on electricity, Luigi Galvani, and others, had shown the per- 
sistence of reactivity in amputated limbs. 

The disagreement concerned not what had been observed, be it in a clinical 
or an experimental context, or on the scaffold, but the significance that could 
legitimately be attached to these events. In the writings of those who discussed 
the guillotine’s effects, several different levels of meaning can be discerned. 
The debates became a focus for the expression of a number of philosophical, 
scientific, moral and political concerns. There were two kinds of ‘medical 
mediations’ here. First, there was the question of the mediations between mind 
and body.’ Descartes’s legacy was in this respect a mixed blessing. He had 
framed a clear philosophical distinction between mind and body while leaving 
unresolved precisely how the interaction between the two took place. The 
Cartesian formulation was particularly troublesome because it separated into 
two what common sense suggested was inevitably tangled. It is important to 
recognise both the attraction of clear conceptual boundaries, and the equally 
strong revulsion felt for the simplification of daily experience that they rep- 
resented. By the 1790s, there had emerged a complex set of languages, many of 
them drawing on ‘the metaphor of organisation’, through which the mediations 
between mind and body were explored, expressed, evaded and repressed." 
Fiveryone agreed on the centrality of the mind—body question for natural 
philosophy and medicine, thereby making the issue of precisely how they 
interacted unavoidable. The vocabularies employed in such discussions were, 
however, conceptually rather loose. Many terms were used that had both 
common-sense and technical meanings, opening up the possibility of sometimes 
unpredictable and often hilarious imaginative associations arising. Literature 
again offers an instructive illustration: in the complex play on concepts of 
mind-body interaction as in Laurence Sterne’s /stram Shandy (1759-67). In 
fact, ambiguity was built in to key notions such as sensibility and irritability." 

There was a growing desire among those working in the life sciences in the 
late eighteenth century to avoid simply describing stable, physical characters 
and to capture instead physiological processes, which were constantly changing. 


9. Rousseau, 1990; Smith, 1997. 
10. Figlio, 1976. ‘Organisation’ meant, at its most basic, structural complexity, and its use in the life 
sciences usually indicated a pledge against dualism. 
11. Sterne, 1967; Rogers, 1986. In France, Diderot’s writings exhibited similar play with the ambiguity 
of key terms in the life sciences and with the complexity of mind—body relationships. 
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A vocabulary which stressed motion, dynamism, process and change was sought. 
For example, when the natural philosopher Lamarck wrote about the nervous 
systems of complex vertebrates and human beings, he evidently found it dif- 
ficult to develop a language that avoided both materialism and vitalism. He 
resolved the difficulty primarily by the use of the nervous fluid as a physical 
intermediate between mind, that is, the operations of the brain, and the body.’ 
There were a number of key terms in the bio-medical sciences of the late 
eighteenth century — irritability, sensibility, constitution, temperament, habit 
and consciousness — and they were used in a bewildering variety of ways. 
The second kind of medical mediation in the guillotine debates stems from 
the broad social issues canvassed through them. The importance of general 
cultural themes and of symbolism in medical reactions to the guillotine 1s 
inescapable. We have already noted that relations between mind and body were 
at issue. More specifically, the implications of separating the head from the 
trunk by means of the guillotine were involved. The very ideas of ‘head’ and 
‘headship’ were rich with meaning, moving as they do from a specific physical 
place to a form of social and political authority. First in Britain and then in 
France, kings had lost their heads in revolutionary episodes during which pre- 
vious beliefs about monarchy and sovereignty had been challenged. Louis XVI 
had, less than three years earlier, been guillotined by a regime seeking to divest, 
not only him as an individual, but monarchy as a system, of power. The inten- 
tion was to substitute the sovereignty of the people — a body that could survive 
without the old head. A new image of the body politic was being developed 
that involved extreme decentralisation, and, it has been argued, new physiolo- 
gical models of the body were simultaneously emerging with a corresponding 
emphasis. The sources of coherent action, be they political or physiological, 
and the conditions under which natural and social laws operated smoothly 
were called into question by the effects of the guillotine on its victims.” 
The connection between the human body and the body politic is plain 
enough. Not only was the head and all it stood for highly significant, so also 
was the face of the victim. It was, of course, a commonplace that facial expres- 
sions, like body gestures, revealed the passions and also the moral content of 
human relationships.'* According to physiognomists, what was publicly visible 
offered privileged insights into internal states, and these insights revealed, above 
all, the state of the soul, thereby giving rise to a devout knowledge of the inner 
life. In the case of guillotine victims it was the facial movements, perceived as 
expressions of consciousness, which elicited such passionate responses from 
commentators. Jean Joseph Sue, whose interests included physiognomy and 
attistic anatomy, entered the debate in support of Soemmerring’s position that 
consciousness, and hence pain, persisted after decapitation; he saw the face as 


12. Jordanova, 1981a; Corsi, 1988, esp. pp. 152—4 and 191-6. Lamarck is relevant here because of the 
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13. Pickstone, 1981. 
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‘a summary’ of the three levels of sensations which characterised the three 
components of human life: the animal, the moral and the intellectual. Each 
one was expressed in a particular zone of the face. Sue thought that a form of 
death that separated these three tiers and their associated anatomical centres 
was the worst of all. The ‘best’ forms affected all three simultaneously, such as 
asphyxia. Although he was not explicit on this point, we may infer from Sue’s 
physiognomical remarks that the contorted movements on the faces of the 
guillotined revealed precisely the gruesome disruption of the three vital levels 
which so deeply disturbed him.'’ Medical mediations in this second sense should 
emphatically not be viewed as involving elements that were extraneous to more 
central or more ‘scientific’ concerns. The links between the physiological, moral 
and political arguments were by no means tenuous or arcane, but intertwining 
strands in the cultural fabric, visible and clear. 

The two kinds of medical mediations emerge on a closer examination of the 
debate on the guillotine. At its centre were six participants. Three of them, 
Soemmerring, Sue and Oelsner (who had met Soemmerring in Switzerland), 
argued that conscious life persisted after the separation of head from body, 
making victims suffer in a manner which was medically, morally and politically 
unacceptable.'® Their three opponents were Cabanis, Wedekind from Gottingen, 
a convert to the French republican cause who served for several years in 
French military hospitals, and Le Pelletier, a Parisian practitioner.'’ They claimed 
that death by guillotine was instantaneous and painless. Both sides were united, 
however, in calling for the abolition of the death penalty and in expressing 
revulsion against its excessive use — feelings that could be more safely put into 
print since the law controlling the press had been repealed. We can discern in 
the writings of these people three distinct, though related, levels of argument: 
political, moral and physiological. 

While no one wished to defend the unrestrained use of the guillotine, there 
was clearly a difference in the political attitudes of the two sides. Those who 
claimed that its victims suffered could easily use this as a basis for accusations 
of barbarity against the republic. Those who saw no evidence of suffering 
were, in fact, more sympathetic to a moderate revolutionary position. Among 
those who were convinced that pain was felt, Oelsner was the most explicit on 
the point, when he railed against ‘abominable brutality’: 


Are you not ashamed of a stupid law that entrusts the rights of citizens to executioners! 
There is no need for an executioner in a well-ordered state; if they exist, such beings 
are matks of shame. I would never be a citizen of a country where the executioner 
would be my representative and judge.” 


15. Sue, 1795. This was written by Jean Joseph Sue, a member of a medical family, several members 
of which were active in this period. Similar theories may be found in his other publications, 1788, 1797a 
(an V), 1797b (an VI). Corsi notes Sue’s preoccupation with the nervous system (Corsi, 1988, p. 74). 

16. Soemmerting, 1795; see also notes 4, 8, 18. The fact that Oelsner was a ‘political writer’ (Outram, 
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17. Cabanis, 1795, p. 155ff., also 1798, 1803, and in Lehec and Cazeneuve, 1956; Wedekind, an IV, 
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Furthermore, he identified the use of the guillotine with political fanaticism, 
offensive because its public humiliation of the victim constituted a violation of 
human modesty on a par with female nakedness. The harm was done not just 
by the guillotine itself, but by those who were present when it was used — the 
mob, ‘a rabble of cannibals’ to use Oelsnet’s words. The guillotine stood for 
the breakdown of well-organised government — it was a symptom of decay in 
a young political being from which so much had been expected. Severed heads 
and writhing bodies bathed in blood represented the prevailing chaos in the 
body politic.” 

Soemmerring, Oelsner and Sue, who were all more sympathetic to the idea 
of a vital principle than their opponents, saw in the convulsions of severed 
heads what Cabanis, somewhat sarcastically, called ‘moral movements’ — the 
human will striving to assert itself to the last. Volition was at the heart of these 
and related debates. Those like Lamarck and Cabanis who were committed to 
producing a naturalistic account of the human nervous system, sought to dis- 
pense with the will by redefining it as the product of a complex physiological 
faculty. They found that Napoleonic France provided a far less sympathetic 
environment for such ideas than the early 1790s had been. In fact a central 
feature of the conservative philosophy of the early nineteenth century was 
its reassertion of the concept of will in a reaction against the naturalism of 
earlier decades.” 

The ‘cannibalistic mob’ was the embodiment of human passion run fiot; 
it permitted the expression of the baser aspects of human nature. Although 
they were untroubled by the effect of the guillotine on the will, Cabanis and 
those who agreed with him were far from indifferent to the role of the mob 
in public executions. They too were concerned about the audience and their 
role in the public spectacle of death.” Capital punishment did not merely affect 
the unfortunate victim, it was closely related to general social attitudes. Cabanis, 
Wedekind and Le Pelletier actually condemned the guillotine for working too 
quickly, morally speaking; those present saw only blood, to the sight of which 
they quickly became habituated. Rather than executions serving as positive 
lessons in morality, the guillotine’s effects were negative and principally served 
to harden attitudes. It was at this point that the political and the moral argu- 
ments intersected. 

The most important moral question was the suffering of the victim. There 
was general agreement that once the death penalty had been pronounced, the 


19. This perspective on the guillotine was expressed by those who were committed to a dualistic model 
of human beings, probably subscribed to some notion of an autonomous will, and were likely to espouse 
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condemned person was entitled to every consideration. Cabanis and Wedekind 
extended their concern to the relatives of those who lost their lives. They 
found Soemmerring and his supporters to be callous and irresponsible in making 
public their disquiet about the suffering the guillotine caused without the sup- 
port of stronger evidence. Their writings might torment those who had lost 
loved ones and who would now have cause to believe that the guillotine tor- 
tured its victims by a slow and agonising death. If either side in the debate 
recogtused specifically religious implications stemming from the guillotine, they 
did not say so, Only Sue voiced any thought of an explicitly spiritual kind, 
when he defined the vital principle as separate from matter, and suggested that 
after death it was reunited with ‘this universal cause’. 

Thus, the guillotine was widely condemned on a variety of moral and polit- 
ical grounds, irrespective of whether death was thought to be painful or not. 
Cabanis, for example, concluded that, physiologically speaking, the guillotine 
represented a humane and efficient means of carrying out the death penalty, 
while on moral and political grounds he was resolutely opposed to it. 

Turning to the physiological arguments, those on Soemmerring’s side be- 
lieved convulsions or movements of any kind to be signs of continued feelings, 
and they stressed that sensibility could continue even after movements ceased. 
Furthermore, it was claimed, the brain went on functioning even when no 
blood was flowing to it. Supporting evidence was drawn from experiments on 
animal electricity, from clinical observation of pathological conditions, and, in 
Sue’s case, from teratology (the study of monstrosities). The use of zoological 
evidence that decapitated animals continued to move was, as Cabanis pointed 
out, problematic, for it implied that life persisted in the body as well as in the 
head. Only Sue was prepared to embrace this conclusion, which carried with 
it the implication that the soul or will was neither uniquely connected to the 
brain nor unitary in character. Soemmerring went so far as to rule out of court 
his own experiments on animals on the grounds that the relationship between 
brain and head was different in animals and human beings. 

Sue argued that both trunk and head suffer upon separation. He based this 
conviction on the idea of “co-relation’. For him, there were two types of sensa- 
tion; the first was that immediately felt in the affected part, and the second was 
the consciousness of the sensation, experienced ultimately in the sensorium 
commune.” It was this relationship between peripheral and central nervous sys- 
tems that Sue meant by the term co-relation. Together with his idea of a 
hierarchy of lives and of levels of sensation, co-relation played an important 
role in Sue’s thought. These concepts expressed the harmony, integrity and 
equilibrium he attributed to living things, as indeed did all the participants in 
the debate. Notions like organisation commanded equally general consent as 
expressions of organic unity. However, whereas Cabanis and Lamarck used 


22. Sue, 1795, p. 189. 
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organisation to convey the impossibility of separating the moral and the phys- 
ical, Sue employed co-relation to suggest that organisms comprised three dis- 
tinct levels of vitality, which could, and on occasions such as decapitation did, 
exist separately, at least on a temporary basis. These arguments were forcefully 
dismissed by Cabanis as antiquated Stahlianism — a mystifying vitalism — 
because they suggested a commitment to a separate vital principle that was 
no longer justified. Sue claimed that the guillotine isolated the animal, moral 
and intellectual lives, and hence was the worst of all possible deaths. Like 
Soemmerring and Oelsner, he preferred hanging, asphyxia or poison, all re- 
putedly gentler, and, in the case of poison, the executioner need not even be 
present when death took place, a desirable further lessening of brutality, since 
death would then be private, not spectacularly public. 

Whereas Sue condemned decapitation for being too quick and so more 
painful, Cabanis praised its speed. He used the experience of soldiers wounded 
in battle, who felt no immediate pain, to argue that guillotine victims did not 
suffer. There was simply not enough time for them to do so. The very act of 
cutting the neck happened too fast for the sensations to register. Cabanis 
believed that the blade did cut evenly, even through bone, while Soemmerring 
and his supporters asserted that it worked by crushing the vertebrae by virtue 
of its weight. Cabanis separated movement from sensation and convulsion 
from pain. He did not deny that painful sensations could exist in the central 
nervous system, merely that decapitation led to conscious feelings of pain. He 
paid particular attention to the nerves in the nape of the neck. This was the 
place, he pointed out, where, it had been recognised since time immemorial, 
animals and human beings could be killed at a stroke. He found it significant 
that electric shocks made their greatest impact in that part of the body. He 
did not claim that life in all its manifestations was extinguished with the fall 
of the blade, only that it was insofar as the conscious suffering of the victim 
was concerned. 

The dispute between Soemmerring, Oelsner and Sue on the one hand, and 
Cabanis, Wedekind and Le Pelletier on the other, was a medical one in two 
senses. First, medical practitioners held a privileged position in that it was their 
advice and expertise that was sought, and they contributed the vast majority of 
the publications on the topic, which continued to be produced into the early 
twentieth century.” Second, the terms of reference established for the debate 
were medical ones, in that most of the evidence was drawn from clinical cases. 
Reference was also made to animal experiments, like those on frogs’ legs, and 
to research on animal electricity in general, but anatomical and physiological 
approaches to the human body were paramount. 

The issues embedded within the guillotine debates stretched far beyond the 
confines of medical ideas and practice, however. What the practitioners had 
was a fund of examples, drawn from clinical experience, experiments and aut- 
opsy findings. Other constituencies, such as natural historians, had their own 
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soutces; furthermore, they shared many of the conceptual preoccupations — 
the nature of life, organic change over time, models of the nervous system — 
that taxed medical practitioners. Three issues underlying the guillotine debates 
were of particular importance. These analytical challenges were present in the 
emerging life sciences of the period as guiding themes, they captured general 
intellectual, cultural and social concerns, and they were central to the system- 
atic study of human nature. 

The first issue was the definition of life and death. When the blade of the 
guillotine fell, according to Cabanis and his supporters, life in the sense of a 
whole functioning organism was annihilated immediately, whilst vital actions 
persisted. Both these phenomena were named ‘life’. The definition of the concept 
of life itself was therefore crucial, and there was no consensus as to how to 
approach the problem. Many savants agreed that life could best be defined 
in terms of death. In addition to the obvious connection with Bichat’s work 
in which life and death were mutually defining and death could be analysed 
into many smaller deaths, there was an important eighteenth-century tradition 
that used evidence provided by resuscitation following a variety of injuries; 
such near-deaths were natural experiments.” Similar injuries were also experi- 
mentally introduced in animals, as a means of revealing basic mechanisms of 
physiological functioning. The writings of Winslow, Bruhier d’Ablaincourt, 
Antoine Louis and Goodwyn exemplify the point.” Their experimental work 
examined the stages of death in their actual temporal sequences in order to 
throw light on physiological processes that were normally simultaneous and 
hence difficult to analyse. 

The second issue was the manner in which organisms changed over time 
and the way in which time could be used as an analytical tool for uncovering 
the nature of life. Organic transformation took place at different paces, from 
the constant and relatively rapid processes of nutrition, respiration and excre- 
tion, through the alterations wrought by habits over a lifetime, to the exceed- 
ingly slow shifts that some naturalists believed took aeons to occur. Analysing 
these types of change was a shared preoccupation of medical practitioners and 
natural historians. For example, this was Lamarck’s way in natural history, and 
his ideas were influenced by medical concerns resulting in an approach that 
was not only in line with that of the zdéo/ogues, but was also strikingly similar to 
that of Cabanis. Lamarck argued that the history of nature, understood from 
a transformist perspective, revealed the nature of life and the different forms 
it took. His theory of how animals had changed over time further explained 
how what are usually named ‘mind’ and ‘body’ interact. Lamarck showed that 
the nervous system became increasingly elaborate structurally and functionally 
with ‘higher’ animals. In other words, there were layers in the brain and nervous 
system, which, in their hierarchy of function, revealed a history. Time, taken in 
the exceedingly generous amounts Lamarck invoked, made each step of in- 
creasing complexity in the animal kingdom so small as to be plausible and easy 
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to imagine. Even the life history of individual animals illustrated the meta- 
morphoses of which nature was capable. Lamarck was struck by the tadpole 
becoming a frog, since it embodied a clear increment in complexity achieved 
quite easily in a single lifetime.*’ Using the history of living things was one way 
of exploring the different forms which this thing called life could take on. Such 
an approach presupposed that organic nature was composed of phenomena 
of different levels of complexity: anatomical, physiological, taxonomic and 
historical. The guillotine debates also examined levels of organic complexity in 
relation to time. 

The ‘problem of levels’ was the third and the most general issue, and it 
subsumes the first two since they both presupposed the use of hierarchical 
models of organic functions. It may not be immediately apparent, however, 
why ideas of natural levels or hierarchies posed problems. By the 1790s, anatomy 
and physiology, like other sciences of life, certainly employed ideas of hier- 
atchical levels both as analytical tools and as heuristic devices of self-evident 
value for dealing with mind and body in a naturalistic manner. A further attrac- 
tion of such models was the facility with which they could be extended to 
include the social realm. Those committed to a naturalistic approach, like 
Lamarck and Cabanis, could not satisfy all the criticisms of their contempora- 
ties, who found such an approach levelling and hence threatening. For example, 
Lamarck dealt with category distinctions, such as that between mind and body, 
which many people took to be ones of kind, by turning them into differences 
merely of degree. He dissolved large leaps into smaller ones, so that Descartes’s 
crisp distinction between mind and body was completely recast as the com- 
plex functioning of a nervous system, which gave rise to phenomena that had 
sometimes been labelled as those of mind, at others those of body. The 
human nervous system was only the most complex form of an organ found in 
advanced vertebrates; it was not, therefore, unique. Similarly, Lamarck removed 
the idea of will from its privileged position as a uniquely human faculty that 
gave mankind a moral superiority sanctioned by God. He saw ‘will’ as a minor 
faculty of the understanding, and the notion of free will as no more than a con. 
Belief in the idea of free will derived from a false understanding of God’s 
creation, as opposed to a true appreciation of nature’s productive powers. This 
strategy led Lamarck to invoke a massive time scale for the history of the earth 
and the history of life. If all natural changes had taken place incredibly slowly, 
great things could be accomplished in the long term without the constituent 
steps being difficult to imagine and explain. It was as if time itself worked 
on an already laid-down substrate to produce each new level of organisation. 
Here was one way in which the ideas of levels and layers did important work 
in the life sciences of the period, and more specifically in models of the 
nervous system. 


27. Burkhardt, 1977, esp. chs 5 and 6; Corsi, 1988; Jordanova, 1984a. (Corsi’s marvellous book shows 
the intertwinings between medicine and natural history in the period.) For a cultural approach to natural 
history, which also includes discussions of its medical dimensions, see Jardine, Secord et a/, 1996, esp. 
chs 6 (by Cook) and 11 (by Spary). 
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Let us now return to the guillotine. It offered a conceptual challenge — how 
could its effects be explained when the actual act of decapitation took no time 
at allP*> More specifically, what levels of life remained after the blade fell, and 
how did the guillotine separate out the different organic levels? What appeared 
on the surface as a dramatic instantaneous event forced people to think about 
its hidden complexity, not least because of the historical context in which the 
guillotine was used. In the distorted, uncoordinated movements of severed 
bodies and heads, biological and social dissolution, and chaotic, disordered 
life — both physiological and social — were put before the imagination of the 
people. Savants and medical practitioners, no less than other social groups, 
came to recognise that such disorder had, if possible, to be accommodated 
within their cognitive frameworks, which were rooted in their commitments to 
natural law and cosmic order. 

Lamarck’s peaceful transformism, in which highly complex organisms 
emerged gradually out of the mass of invertebrate life, and in which rational 
meritocracies were the desirable form of government, was based on a vision of 
the early 1790s. Its political counterpart may be seen in such writings as Volney’s 
catechism The Law of Nature of 1793.” The Terror and the guillotine in their 
own ways offered a decisive challenge to that view, the latter by virtue of its 
biological, social and political ramifications. Lamarck appeared a trifle simp- 
listic and naive when read through the eyes of the early nineteenth century 
because, like many others, he was unwilling to recognise the specialness of the 
human condition. Soemmerring and his supporters demanded precisely that. 
They wanted more than an acknowledgement of the existence of a soul, they 
strove for the recognition that the sudden death of a human being was a 
complex event that could only be fully understood if pain, suffering, conscious- 
ness and will were considered as particular expressions of a unique form of life. 
Even Cabanis had to admit that death was not truly instantaneous if all the 
available signs of life were taken into account. 

Reactions to the guillotine, as to the Terror, focused a number of contem- 
porary preoccupations with an unusual dramatic urgency. They raised the issue 
of natural, human and social order, and the relationship between these levels 
— to these debates the mind—body question was central. Medicine and the 
bio-medical sciences contributed to discussions of the guillotine a range of 
concepts, models and images through which debate could be conducted. In all 
the writings of medical practitioners on death in general and on decapitation 
in particular, concern about moral and political questions was present, largely in 
a mediated form. The physiological problems, challenging as they were in their 
own right, were vehicles for the expression of disagreements about ethics, about 
what it meant to be human, and, above all, about what forms of punishment 


28. In a brilliant article Daniel Arasse argues that it was precisely this aspect of the guillotine that 
constituted its greatest threat. Death happened so fast that it could not be represented either verbally or 
visually. This is certainly true. Here I am concerned with how medical commentators used a range of 
analogous processes of longer duration to explore an apparently unobservable phenomenon: Arasse, 1982a, 
also 1982b and 1989. 

29. Chapter 8 of this volume. 
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were morally permissible and with what social consequences. In this sense I 
have referred to medical commentaries on the guillotine as mediations of wider 
concerns. Within medical discourse itself there was the fundamental difficulty 
of explaining the relationship between mind and body, a difficulty suddenly 
rendered more acute by the guillotine. 

[ have suggested that those who wrote about the guillotine drew on a number 
of intellectual traditions, united by their common recourse to models of living 
nature as composed of levels or hierarchies. Yet a fully satisfying account of 
death, particularly of sudden death from a medical perspective, failed to emerge. 
This was because, however much shared clinical or experimental knowledge 
participants in the debate possessed, they invested such knowledge with differ- 
ent significance. Their distinct cognitive frameworks manifested themselves 
as political, social, moral and medical differences, and vice versa, making the 
only common ground their shared assumption that the guillotine dramatically 
demanded their attention. 
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Guarding the Body Politic: 
Volney’s Law of Nature 


Towards the end of a secular catechism, which first appeared in 1793, it was 
claimed that ‘all the social virtues... may... be traced to the physical object 
of the preservation of man’.’ It followed that individuals had to actively man- 
age their bodily well-being, for their own sake, that of their family and of the 
nation to which they belonged. The message was familiar enough from the 
many advice books which, especially in the second half of the eighteenth cen- 
tury, preached moderation and a healthy lifestyle, expressed concern about 
population, and fulminated against luxury and self-indulgence. Volney’s Law of 
Nature holds special interest, however. The catechism format, with its tightly 
controlled ‘conversation’, produced special effects which I explore in this chap- 
ter. This particular text spoke with no particular scientific or medical authority, 
although its creator was a well-known author and public figure by the time of 
its publication. Born in the 1750s when the Enlightenment was well under way, 
Volney held moderate political views, was particularly interested in the Middle 
Bast, and had been a member of the Estates General. He was influenced by 
and socialised with prominent thinkers who were liberal, interested in natural 
philosophy, and secularist in outlook.’ For such a figure to recast the catechism, 
the cornerstone of French Catholic instruction, is particularly significant. Yet 
the result was complex; not a simple repudiation of Church authority and 
traditional Christian belief, but a strategic blend of sacred and secular, of faith 
and logic. As an idéologue with wide intellectual interests, Volney developed a 
naturalistic framework in this text into which all aspects of social, domestic and 
individual life could be slotted. The catechism contained admittedly only the 
bare bones of such a framework, and was designed to be a widely accessible 
and overtly didactic work. Volney’s writing was certainly lucid — it displayed 
careful precision in its insistence on the scientific basis of morality. It should 
therefore be seen in the context of a whole range of moralising items that 
sought to alter the behaviour of their readers and viewers. 


1. Volney, 1807, p. 391 CNB: all quotations from the text use this edition). 
2. Gaulmier, 1951; Kennedy, 1978; Head, 1985. 
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Like his fellow authors on morality and health, Volney used a variety of 
strategies to promote the gathering together of individuals into communities 
through organic bonds of responsibility — individual and collective well-being 
were fused together. He developed a strict and rather mechanistic approach to 
nature and the moral precepts to be deduced from it, while negotiating a path 
between traditional Christianity on the one hand and a radical secularism on 
the other. God was by no means absent, although he was represented as working 
through nature. Volney chose the religious term, catechism, yet his little work 
was implicitly anti-clerical, carefully explaining, for example, why alms-giving 
could be harmful and celibacy bad for one’s health! 

Thus Volney’s work, initially subtitled Catechism for the French Citizen, was 
not a scientific or medical text in any conventional sense; it was completely 
non-technical, dealt directly with nature’s precepts rather than with explanations 
of natural phenomena, and it made no claims to specialised expertise. Here, 
the variety of physical nature was of no concern, although it was in some of 
Volney’s other works.” Nonetheless it has much in common with popular medical 
and scientific works, and an analysis which brings out these shared themes can 
be particularly fruitful. The intricate relationships between ideas of life, health 
and pathology in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century France, which 
are explored in a number of chapters, constitute one context for Volney’s text. 
I am particularly interested in the use of assumptions about health to bind 
people together as a step towards more organic social bonds — such discussions 
were frequently conducted under the rubric of medical police. The importance 
of medical police was the way it subsumed theories of health and disease, gov- 
ernment policy, and local reforms and practices. As such, it was a significant 
aspect of the setting in which this text was written: medical police embraced 
a theory of nature, a political philosophy and simple moral precepts.’ 

La Loi Naturelle, ou Catéchisme du Citoyen Francais, as it was called originally, 
later became La Loi Naturelle ou Principes Physiques de la Morale Deéduits de 
Organisation de (Homme et de Univers, thereby making explicit its deductive 
approach and consideration of the relationship between the physical and the 
moral, which lay at the heart of the science of man and of idéologue thought.” 
The early nineteenth-century English edition was published in a single volume 
with Volney’s most celebrated work, The Ruins, and entitled Lhe Law of Nature, 
or Principles of Morality Deduced from the Physical Constitution of Mankind and the 
Universe. Indeed, these works have been seen as complementary elements within 
a single intellectual project.® It was a grand title for what was after all a short 
piece, some 50 pages long, and written in the openly didactic form of questions 
and answers. The carefully wrought structure moved from general definitions 
of nature, laws of nature and morality, through the individual or private virtues 


3. Especially his Tablean du Climat et du Sol des Etats-Unis, 1803. 

4. See Chapter 9, and especially notes 1, 3, and 4, where the literature on medical police is cited. 

5. On Volney as an édéologue, see Kennedy, 1978; Head, 1985. The person in his circle most associated 
with the physical/moral relationship was Cabanis: see Staum, 1980 and Williams, 1994, although it was 
widely debated in the period — see e.g. Fox et af, 1995. 

6. Gaulmier, 1951, p. 271. 
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to the social virtues and how these are best developed. It covered a wide range 
of moral issues from a somewhat rationalistic perspective, giving a privileged 
position to nature as a moral category, and to the physical well-being of the 
human race as the ptimary social and political goal. 

Before discussing the text in more detail, something should be said about 
the catechism as a literary form. There was certainly nothing new in Volney’s 
use of the catechism for primarily secular purposes, and even in its more 
conventional form, the catechism was a familiar part of religious and philo- 
sophical debates by the 1790s. Catéchisme de Homme, published anonymously 
in London in 1789, is an instructive example of a secular and deliberately sub- 
versive catechism. It sent up the genre itself by having the ‘student’ interrogate, 
challenge and contradict the master, rather than posing questions that are, in 
effect, foils for the demonstration of a superior’s wisdom. The author conveyed 
a cogent argument for an alternative to despotism, according to principles which 
suggest the influence of Rousseau’s Du contrat social (1761). By exploiting the 
dialogue form, the main objections to challenging the prevailing social order 
could be raised, as were doubts as to whether a viable alternative truly existed. 
The conclusion of the catechism was that it is morally permissible to challenge 
oppression, even that it is our responsibility to ‘re-establish the empire of 
reason on eatth’.’ An earlier example of a religiously inspired catechism shows 
another way in which the form could be extended. In 1758, a French priest, 
Gauchat, published a catechism based on Helvétius’s book De /’Esprit, where 
conventional Christian questions were followed by passages from Helvétius in 
order to demonstrate the ungodly, materialistic character of contemporary French 
philosophy, particularly as manifested in the Fencyclopédie. A similar range of 
catechisms can be found in eighteenth-century Britain.° 

Despite their roots in Christian pedagogic practices, catechisms have a cer- 
tain affinity with the dialogue of philosophical and scientific writings, especially 
in their shared assumption that knowledge comes with conversation. Yet there 
are also striking differences between these two types of written conversations. 
A comparison can be made between Volney’s piece and Fontenelle’s E:ntretens 
sur la Pluralité des Mondes (1686), which brings these out. Most striking is the way 
in which, like Galileo, Fontenelle gave the participants characters and, further- 
more, specified their class identity. Volney, on the other hand, simply provided 
a disembodied questioner and respondent. Conventional catechisms for use 
with children would obviously assume the roles of priest-instructor as respond- 
ent and religious novice as questioner, even if this was not explicitly stated. A 
degree of impersonality seems to be an integral part of catechisms since the 
human roles denote an abstract position. It is significant that Volney wrote so 
as to emphasise the abstract, impersonal nature of his tenets. Nonetheless the 
relationship between the two personae is fundamental, for it is their zneguality 
which is crucial, especially in a catechism. Of course, there were many different 
forms of inequality: in Fontenelle, those between man and woman, savant and 


7. M.W, 1789, pp. 14, 8. Gaulmier, 1951 discusses radical, secular catechisms before Volney, and charts 


the influence of the Encyclopédistes and other ‘advanced’ thinkers on Volney’s ideas. 
8. Gauchat, 1758; Darling, 1854. 


133 


NATURE DISPLAYED: BODY MANAGEMENT 


aristocrat, expert and educated layperson were evoked. The traditional priest 
imagined by readers of catechisms was the experienced man of belief who can 
establish orthodox dogma for young novices, help them to learn it and estab- 
lish its validity, using proofs from the Bible. 

Catechisms conveyed, summarised, validated and controlled knowledge at 
the same time. Sometimes these distinct functions were demarcated physically 
in the text, for example by having a separate section devoted to confirming 
doctrine by ‘Texts of Scripture’ for the more able reader.’ Volney brought these 
elements together by unfolding, step by step, the order of nature as the basis 
of morality, enunciating simple precepts while proving their correctness at the 
same time. Humour and play were entirely lacking, and the questions, far from 
seeming innocent and natural, appear as carefully set up for maximum didactic 
impact. This approach is best understood in the context of the sdéologue philo- 
sophy espoused by Volney, which founded a theory of education, and of literary 
style, on a naturalistic analysis, sensualism, of how the mind works."° 

Since catechisms are pedagogic devices, derived from systems of oral in- 
struction and designed to assist the assimilation of a body of dogma, they 
express assumptions about the nature of ‘knowledge’ and the authority from 
which it derives, by virtue of their form and content. The knowledge catech- 
isms contain is to be unquestioningly absorbed, simply as belief, and breaking 
it down into questions and answers merely expedites the task, renders it man- 
ageable. The question—answer form places a particular kind of authority in the 
hands of the respondent/author and their sources, while the pupil, and, by 
extension, readers, are controlled by the structure of the catechism, which 
withholds information and frames the questions that may be asked. Hence, the 
catechism not only structures what is known, but it excludes what may not. Its 
authoritarian mode of construction is expressed as much in the formulation of 
the questions as in the content of the answers. Despite closing off exploration 
and doubt, catechisms compel the reader/pupil to participate, to take up the 
role of questioner. 

The fact that catechisms are composed of small units carefully organised 
into larger structures suggests that they contain classificatory systems, which 
are always tools for organising the world. A novel moral situation could, ideally, 
be slotted into this framework, just as a new animal or plant species could be 
in taxonomy. We can appreciate the structural similarities between catechisms 
and taxonomies, despite their different histories. Catechisms endow human 
moral experience with specific meaning and order, having already predeter- 
mined what forms that experience may permissibly take. They present world- 
views in general, universalist terms, and, while their didactic mission 1s overt, 
their authority is conveyed as much in their organisation and language as in 
their content. Indeed, the very fact of presenting a universal framework is an 
authority-claim, and Volney’s text does just this for a naturalistic world-view. 


9. Paley, 1790; see also Some, 1792. 
10. Picavet, 1971; Van Duzer, 1935; Williams, 1953. See also Lalande’s 1928 definition of ideology, 
vol. 1, p. 336, which cites Destutt de Tracy’s emphasis on the study of ideas as the constituents of conscious- 
ness, their nature and origin and their relationship to signs. 
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It is now evident that Volney exploited many of the features of the cat- 
echism discussed above, and at the same time rationalised it. It is hardly coin- 
cidental that he endowed the law of nature with ten major characteristics in a 
secular and abstract reworking of the ten commandments — a point that neatly 
illustrates his debt to and departure from religious forms. La Lot Naturelle 
represents his attempt to marry the order imposed by reason on human 
morality with the order present in nature itself. The text is organised according 
to naturalistic principles, not just in the sense that his starting point and base- 
line are in nature rather than God, but in the movement from the simple to 
the complex, from the particular to the general, in starting with the morality of 
individuals, passing through domestic, family relationships to society as a whole. 
Indeed, this is strongly reminiscent of the biological classification of Lamarck, 
which started with the simplest animals, and followed a scale of increasing 
complexity, culminating in the human race, thereby following nature’s own 
order.'' Acts of classification locate individuals in categories of different levels 
of generality — species, families, orders, classes and so on, which, in Volney’s 
case, served to reinforce his point that individuals and collectives are part of 
the same (social-cum-natural) system. 

Another way of conveying the hierarchical structure that Volney employed 
is to say that he rooted the social in the natural, and the moral in the physical, 
and that this too was typical of the zdéo/ogue approach, which is particularly clear 
in the ideas of his friends Cabanis and de Tracy. Volney’s naturalistic ethics 
departed from the premise that the punishment and reward for human actions 
is built into nature itself. Thus, his notion of lawfulness stressed nature’s im- 
manent power to command, rather than regularity or measurability; it is law as 
prescription rather than description that interested him. Although Volney granted 
that the law of nature came directly from God, the way it is built into the 
universe and cannot be evaded, together with the possibility of demonstrating 
it by human reason from observable facts, are the central themes of the work. 
It strikes the modern reader that Volney presented the law of nature as a 
secular belief system, yet it was not merely a matter of belief for him; it enjoyed 
the status of knowledge which could be indubitably proved: 


Q. Since the law of nature is not written, may it not be considered as arbitrary and ideal? 
A. No, because it consists altogether in facts, whose demonstration may be at any time 
recalled before the senses, and form a science as precise and exact as those of geometry 
and mathematics: and this very circumstance, that the law of nature forms an exact 
science, is the reason why men, who are born in ignorance, and live in carelessness, 
have, till this day, known it only superficially.’ 


Thus human intellectual progress supports moral understanding. 


Volney further stated that the principles of the law of nature as they relate 
to mankind are reducible to the single precept of self-preservation by seeking 


11. Lamarck, 1809; see also Chapter 3. 
12. Volney, 1807, p. 339. 
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pleasure and avoiding pain.’ The goal of human existence is life, and the 
avoidance of death. Any behaviour which jeopardises the quality of life in a 
human body is anti-social sin. Volney’s preoccupation with the quality of life 
echoed the vast eighteenth-century literatures on matters such as life insurance, 
pregnancy, childbirth and infant mortality, the use of life histories in medical 
writings, as well as philosophical questions on the definition of ‘life’ and the 
relationship between life and activity in the physical world. The well-being of 
citizens’ bodies occupied the central space in his political theory, with the 
important corollary that health is not innate but learned, and that therefore 
ignorance is ‘the true original sin’."* Civic responsibility is health-seeking beha- 
viour. In stating this, Volney brought together the political-cum-moral abstrac- 
tions of individual responsibility and social good, and mundane human existence 
in the form of bodily functions, such as eating and drinking, sleeping and sex. 
He could do this because of the multiple ways in which the body contained 
elaborate social meanings.'’ It was logical then for Volney to deny that virtue 
and vice are directed towards abstract, spiritual ends: ‘they are always ultimately 
referable to... the destruction or preservation of the body’.’° In other words, 
Volney sought to demonstrate as concretely as possible the palpable aggregate 
consequences of everyday acts as a means of changing people’s practices. ‘Habit’ 
and ‘education’ were the relevant keywords. 

As a structure, La Lot Naturelle was composed of three levels, with three 
corresponding classes of virtues: private (i.e. individual), domestic (1c. familial) 
and social. Volney applied his basic principles to each level in turn by attacking 
excess, pleading for enlightened moderation and always maintaining his belief 
both in the capacity of individuals to change and in the efficacy of education 
as a major vehicle of self-improvement. There was nothing original in these 
themes, but Volney’s text illustrates rather clearly a number of important issues: 
the use of nature as the ultimate authority, definitions of ‘property’, and the 
equation of human activity with labour. 

Volney’s text claimed authority by virtue of its organisation as well as its content. 
Structurally it gradually unfolded knowledge derived from nature and sanctioned 
by God, which it could do because nature boasts its own logic. The author has 
the privilege of conveying nature’s order, and he also claimed that his words 
can be independently verified by anyone who chooses to do so. The author is 
authoritative because he can see, and then show to his reader, largely through 
deductive argument, the certain future consequences of particular acts. He thereby 
displayed not only his rational, fully enlightened knowledge of the world, but 
also his ability to calculate, to anticipate, to judge in advance — the ‘prudential’ 
insurance mentality. The role of the questioner is one of apparently innocent 
collusion, which always serves the telos of the text. The questions anticipate the 
cofrect answers, acting as foil for the display of simple, comprehensible truths. 


13. Ibid., p. 340. 

14. Ibid., p. 343. 

15. This point is made by Outram, 1989, esp. Ch. 4, and is widely explored by scholars of the French 
revolutionary period. 

16. Volney, 1807, p. 349. 
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The deeper force of Volney’s arguments lay in their simplicity and perfect 
palpability. Nature is the ultimate arbiter and sanction, and nature lies not only 
all around, but inside each citizen. The origin of social order is not distant and 
separate from humanity, but contained within it: ‘we have within us the germ 
of all vittue and of all perfection’.'’ An ideal ‘community of citizens’ emerges, 
so to speak, from the fabric of the body, ‘our natural organisation’, and from 
the realities of daily life.'* Social-cum-moral orderliness is not imposed upon 
individuals, but is latent within them. This emergent, naturalistic style of 
authority must be understood in terms of citizenship, that is, the capacity of 
individuals to find within themselves the source of a well-regulated civil society, 
without recourse to a will imposed from the outside by a monarch, despot 
or God. The collectivity (body politic, pate) arises out of natural sociability 
(sympathy) and groupings based in nature (the family). Volney, like many of 
his contemporaries, used the family as a bridge between the social and the 
biological.'” For him, the ‘pafrie’ is a family, ‘a community of citizens... united 
by fraternal sentiments’, and sheltered by a form of protective ‘paternité’.”” This 
picture of responsible citizens constructing a well-organised civil society draws 
on a historically specific understanding of nature which stressed its immanence 
and the way in which the social and moral emerge from the physical, just as 
Volney, in constructing his text, allowed social virtues to emerge from their 
base in natural law. 

Notions of immanence and emergence are of particular importance in the 
life sciences of the period, where there were a number of attempts to demon- 
strate that living things, including human beings, could not be satisfactorily 
explained by souls, spirits, or separate vital principles. Instead, it was the 
material organisation of an organic being which explained all its characteristics. 
In this way, the moral and spiritual aspects of a human being were not located 
in a separate entity, the soul, but dispersed so that they were evident in all parts 
of the body, since it was vital as an ensemble. It no longer made sense to many 
people to speak of some parts of the body as more ‘human’ than others, for 
it was the integrity and unity of life which was noteworthy. Life, then, was an 
ensemble of vital actions or processes. Physical organisation was the basis of 
morality, which gave this rendering of nature a particular political and social 
sionificance in challenging forms of authority and power which were separate 
from nature. Nature, in fact, had its own autonomous order, which, if followed, 
provided all that was needed for moral order to ensue. Volney was in the same 
circle as the medical thinker and political moderate Cabanis, and admired by 
him, thus it is not surprising to find affinities between his ideas and those 
current in medicine at the time. Certainly notions of ‘organisation’ and lifestyle 
have much in common with contemporary bio-medical thinking, yet Volney’s 


17.Ibid.,p. 391. 

18. Ibid., p. 390. 

19. The theme of the family as a bridge between the natural and the social is also taken up in Chap- 
ter 10. The family was a central, if highly complex and contentious, concept for revolutionary politics in 
France: see, for example, Hunt, 1992. 


20. Volney, 1807, pp. 390-1. 
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language stressed precision and exactitude, the affinities between social argu- 
ments and those of the ‘hard’ sciences. He did not refer explicitly to the life sc1- 
ences, although traces of them are everywhere in the text, presumably because 
he wanted to point up the rigour and certainty of the knowledge he deployed.” 

The historical specificity of the vision of the social order emerging from the 
natural is vividly illutrated by the conservative reaction with which it was met 
in the first decades of the nineteenth century. The reaction challenged the view 
of the immanence of nature on philosophical, political, religious and scientific 
grounds. Paley’s Natural Theology (1802) was typical of both British and French 
conservative responses in reasserting a sense of psychic distance between man 
and God, of nature as utterly distinct from its Creator, of man as vulnerable 
in the hands of God, and needing nature principally as a vehicle of religious 
revelation: 


If one train of thinking be more desirable than another, it ts that which regards the 
phaenomena of nature with a constant reference to a supreme intelligent Author... 
The world from thenceforth becomes a temple, and life itself one continued act of 
adoration. 


The works of nature want only to be contemplated. 
Our happiness, our existence is in [the] hands [of this stupendous Being]. 


Evidently for Paley, as for French conservatives such as de Maistre and de 
Bonald, certain political consequences followed directly from the clear-cut 
separation of God, man and nature. As George Boas argued a long time ago, 
this was peculiarly compatible with conservative reaction to the excesses of the 
French Revolution and with the triumph of Napoleon’s imperial vision and 
his entente cordiale with the Catholic Church.” But Volney was a man of 1789, 
the representative of the third estate of Anjou at the meeting of the Estates 
General, and his sights were appropriately rooted in improving human society 
via knowledge of the physical world and not in the worship of a distant, 
all-powerful God as Paley’s were. For Volney, human happiness was in human 
hands. Here were two contrasting assumptions not just about the role of 
God, but about how the connections between knowledge (what we might call 
‘science’) and politics should work. 

For the devout, be they Protestant or Catholic, it was crucial that the 
human body, moved as it was by the soul, was the instrument of divine will and 
hence served a larger purpose in the worship and glorification of God. Some 
eighteenth-century French writers on hygiene could thus castigate those who 
carelessly misused their bodies for failing in their responsibility to God, who 


21. On Cabanis see Staum, 1980 and Williams, 1994. Figlio, 1976 remains the best study of ‘organisation’. 
Lifestyle medicine is discussed in Chapter 6 and in Jordanova 1979/1997. 

22. Paley, 1802, pp. 376, 577, 578 — Paley is also discussed in Chapter 3, while Chapter 5 explores this 
conservative reaction in terms of ‘the authoritarian response’. 

23. Boas, 1925 and 1929. 
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had entrusted them with the care of their own bodies.“ For Volney, on the 
other hand, the body was the most basic form of property, over which indi- 
viduals had total control, which it was imperative they exercise in the most 
responsible manner. In both the secular and the Christian approaches, it 1s 
important to note, the same advice was given in favour of moderation and the 
avoidance of excess, but the inspiration for and purpose of such behaviour was 
entirely different for the two groups. 

In Volney’s political theory, the human body was the ultimate constituent 
element of any society, and since its misuse had social consequences, it must 
be tended, preserved and conserved. Not to do so threatened the whole fabric 
of society. Attaching high political stakes to the quality of life was a familiar 
part of the medical literature on hygiene, which invariably used the language of 
preservation and conservation. Macquart’s Dictionnaire de la Conservation de 1’ Homme 
(1799) is an interesting example, where advice was given under headings, which 
were simply arranged alphabetically; presumably it was intended to be used as 
a handbook in times of need. 

There was a twofold relationship between individuals and society with 
respect to health and disease. Individuals who, through their own neglect and 
carelessness, fell ill became agents of social deterioration. Venereal disease was 
a commonly cited example of this, for an affected man or woman leaves a 
pathological legacy to society through their children. Individuals are also af- 
fected by the environment, social, moral and physical, in which they live; their 
bodies bear traces of their lives, even of changes in social conditions. Although 
there were attempts to construe this as, somehow, the ‘fault’ of the individuals 
concerned, many of the causative factors, such as climate and working condi- 
tions, were not generally within an individual’s control. The important point 1s 
that whatever the precise path of causation, there was a sense of dynamic 
interaction between individuals and the ‘community of citizens’ of which they 
were a part. In the broad political significance he attributed to health, Volney 
not only followed those traditions which attacked luxury and excess, but also 
medical writings which endowed the body with a special, sacred status and 
urged, in the public interest, that it not be desecrated. 

Tissot’s famous treatise on masturbation was perfectly clear on this point.” 
Excessive masturbation, like excessive heterosexual activity within marriage, 
leads to weakening of the body, and this, in turn, makes individuals no longer 
able to take care of themselves; they become dependent, with the result that 
society is burdened with the weak and dissipated bodies of the over-indulgent. 
Tissot’s aim was not simply to regale us with grim stories about the physical 
symptoms resulting from masturbation, but to illustrate its consequences for 
social relations — his work might appropriately be described as a political 
economy of masturbation. In those who masturbate, their physical symptoms 
bear witness to their social pathology. In bodies, whether healthy or diseased, 
the traces, the sediment of social relations is deposited. And this account was 


24. e.g. Le Bégue de Presle, 1763. 
25. Tissot, 1760, who is the subject of Chapter 6. 
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based on a clear physiological conception of the maintenance of a healthy 
equilibrium of body fluids (nervous fluid, spermatic fluid and so on); it was 
through their dissipation that the body was weakened. 

Since, as Volney remarked, ‘every [man] is the absolute master, the entire 
proprietor of his body’, people can use their energy productively or they can 
dissipate it through luxury and masturbation.” How people use that energy, 
their personal property, is, thus, of immense political importance, with the 
corollary that it is within the power of each individual to control their own 
actions. To this extent, each individual is construed as an autonomous unit, 
who can freely use their property, the body, responsibly or not, who is free 
to use activity (labour) as they please, providing, of course, that they pay the 
price nature exacts for any transgressions, and recognise the ripple effects of 
their behaviour. On the whole Volney put this point through logic, but there 
ate moments when he employed the relentless cataloguing of symptoms that 
characterised Tissot’s prose.”’ 

In addition to owning their own bodies, citizens own the products of their 
labour.” Volney treats these terms — body and labour — as if they were roughly 
equivalent. He first introduced the question of labour when enumerating the 
principal private, i.e. individual virtues. Among these is ‘activity, that ts, the love 
of labour, and a proper employment of our time’.” Volney thereby extended 
a common equation of life with activity to construe the latter as the capacity 
to work. When he spoke of labour as a virtue and idleness and sloth as vices, 
he was partly restating familiar arguments against luxury, for inactivity engen- 
ders other vices, particularly sensual self-indulgence, which was at the heart of 
luxurious behaviour. Only legitimate labour entitles an individual to anything in 
return, that is, to consume. Those who consume in excess of what they have 
produced are luxurious, and have disrupted the correct balance between produc- 
tion and consumption. Luxury was merely a shorthand for an area where the 
rules of consumption were contested and required negotiation.” 

Because of his condemnation of inactivity, Volney did not condone unlim- 
ited alms-giving for it might encourage ‘indolence, which is hurtful both to the 
beggar and to the society’. He continued, ‘no one has a right to enjoy the good 
or labour of another without rendering an equivalent by his own labour’.”' 
Volney’s moral precepts resemble a calculus, laying great emphasis on exact 
reciprocity as the basis of social relations. 


Q. How can a man, according to the law of nature, repair any injury which he has 
committed? 

A. By conferring a proportionable benefit upon those whom he has injured. 

Q. Does this law allow him to repair it by prayers, vows, offerings to God, fastings, 
ot mortifications? 


26. Volney, 1807, p. 379. 

27. Ibid., pp. 355-6. 

28. Ibid., p. 379. 

29. Ibid., p. 351. 

30. On luxury see Berry, 1994, 
31. Volney, 1807, p. 383. 
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A. No; for none of these things has any relation to the action which is meant to be 


32 
atoned for... 


Calculation, measurement, proportion and prediction are repeatedly mentioned 
in the text. Achieving a precise matching between atonement and transgression 
is hardly easy, and Volney made little attempt to deal with the difficulties in a 
detailed way. Ultimately, we must assume, units of labour are the currency in 
which expiation is calculated. Since the activity of work is so important for 
Volney, the body has both political and economic significance. A naturalistic 
analysis of the conditions under which optimal functioning is obtained was 
therefore crucial. It was the duty of those who labour, as free agents, to main- 
tain their bodies in good condition, and with it their domestic and social lives. 

This assertion of human agency and responsibility allowed Volney to use a 
revitalised conception of sin, sanctioned by the contemporary medical literat- 
ute on hygiene, which implied not the avenging hand of a distant creator, but 
nature’s ultimately benevolent warning of the physical consequences of losing 
control over one’s life. The language of sin in relation to health was remarkably 
widespread in this period and it fused quite easily with a naturalistic analysis. 
The marriage between aspects of traditional religious practice and a radical 
seculat discourse on citizenship is displayed in the actual structure of La Loz 
Naturelle, combining as it does the impersonal authority of the catechism with 
demands for people to seize control of their own lives for the good of the 
community. But Volney was not simply concerned with morality and respons- 
ibility, he was concerned with labour, with calculation and with reciprocity in 
human, social relations. Volney’s economism sits comfortably with the other 
themes of his text. His social relations are economistic transactions; a fair and 
just exchange being the object of the exercise. What was exchanged might be 
abstract — respect, honour, fidelity of spouses — but these, like the products of 
labour or labour itself, which are also exchanged, appear to find their ultimate 
roots in the quality of the human body. 

Volney’s text, of course, played on several overlapping levels here. His 
argument depended on using individual human bodies as the ultimate social 
constituents, and in that sense he treated persons as abstract moral units. The 
abstraction of human qualities is essential to the moral precepts of exact and 
fair exchange between citizens. The ‘something’ which is exchanged would 
seem to reduce to each person’s labour. It is in the nature of human life to 
labour, for which physiological competence is crucial, just as it is for the ‘work’ 
of biological reproduction. This physiological competence is also treated as 
a thing to be consciously controlled by the individual. Volney’s strategy was 
one which treated persons as commodities, as units of exchange, as abstract 
constituents of a ‘community of citizens’. This was possible precisely because 
nature is self-sufficient, because the social order is immanent within the natural 
order, because each unit or person can deliberately act in such a way that an 
organic, moral society does emerge. All this was predicated on a particular 


32. Ibid., p. 385. 
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vision of nature and of human nature as active, as containing the dynamic 
potential to generate a harmonious balance between production and con- 
sumption, a natural economy of forces. Imbalance can be perceived in the 
pathological signs present in individuals and society. Such traces of misused social 
relations can be corrected if the knowledge of nature and the understanding of 
its moral implications are used correctly. Bodies are products and agents in the 
social order, which is not the result of a passive nature moved by the hand of 
God, but is actively constructed by virtue of the powers immanent in each 
citizen. Volney’s text sought, in both its form and its content, to elicit such 
participation, while also defining its terms. 

La Loi Naturelle is highly suggestive of the social practices of the early 1790s 
in its repudiation of order imposed by distant authority in favour of an emerg- 
ing natural order produced by citizens who were active in the marketplace, 
where just exchange created a moral world, where violations provoked severe 
punishments from nature itself, and where precise calculations were to under- 
pin morality. Volney was indeed a man of 1789. 

In 1789 women were active participants in many aspects of the revolution- 
aty process, and over the next few years they formed clubs, wrote, argued 
and struggled.*? Where were women in Volney’s text? Like his contemporaries, 
he placed considerable emphasis on clear gender roles and on the family as a 
microcosm of society. The rare disruptions to the calm, utilitarian mood of the 
text occut when gender is at issue. One commentator has gone so far as to call 
Volney ‘anti-feminist’, and it is true that in the chapters on continence and on 
domestic virtues he revealed double standards characteristic of the time, and 
especially of Rousseau and his followers. This is especially notable since Volney 
has generally been seen as sceptical about cults of sensibility, which were so 
often associated with a Rousseauist world-view. A central part of this cult was 
an idealisation of feminine virtue, which readily switched to condemnation if 
women transgressed established moral norms. According to Volney, chastity 
was considerably more important for women than for men: women who bore 
children out of wedlock were rejected and impoverished, hence ¢heir need for 
greater self-control, and for the virtue of modesty, which, he made clear, is 
distinctively feminine. Certainly adultery is a crime, but ‘the adulterous woman 
commits the most heinous of all robberies, giving heirs to her husband of 
foreign blood, who deprive of their lawful portion his true offspring’. In the 
vehemence of this language, which is by no means unusual, it is apparent that 
the place of gender in the order of nature generated a quality of emotion that 
is quite distinct from the impersonal, abstract, calculated morality Volney’s text 
advocated. In this respect too Volney was a man of 1789. 


33. On women in revolution see Hufton, 1971; Levy ef a/., 1979; and Abray, 1975 and Levy ef a/., 1979, 
pp. 213-18, on the suppression of women’s political clubs in 1793. 
34, Volney, 1807, p. 374, my emphasis; see also pp. 361-2. Thomas, 1959; Rousseau, 1911. 


142 


CHAPTER NINE 


Policing Public Health in France 
1780-1815 


Before embarking on an analysis of medical police and public health, we must 
acknowledge the difficulty of defining our object of study. The term ‘medical 
police’ was used in a variety of ways in the later eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. Four main meanings were given to it: first, the administration of the 
health and well-being of the populace as a whole; second, the control of med- 
ical practice and practitioners; third, legal medicine; and fourth, the science of 
hygiene. Far from indicating confusion and ignorance, this diversity and rich- 
ness of meaning reveals complex debates about the proper role of medical 
practitioners, their capacity to heal effectively, and their relationship to the 
people, government and legal structures. Underlying most discussions of med- 
ical police I found a crisis of confidence in the efficacy of conventional medical 
practice, expressed in strident demands for the control of ‘charlatans’ and the 
sale of specific remedies, and in the rejection of ‘curing’ as the primary and 
paradigmatic medical task, in favour of prevention. The search for alternative 
forms of practice was based on the conviction that many diseases had external, 
that is removable and controllable causes. In other words, environmental medi- 
cine was at the heart of medical police, however interpreted.’ 

Medical police was one of a cluster of closely related ideas. Sometimes it was 
taken as a synonym for legal medicine, at others for public medicine, public 
health or hygiene. It was frequently interpreted as that aspect of the science 
of government concerned with the health of the people. But in the latter half 
of the eighteenth century, particularly in France and Britain, it was most 
frequently used to denote the control of medical practice. This included means 
for excluding unlicensed medical practitioners, the rules governing professional 
societies, the etiquette and ethics of doctor—patient relationships, and the con- 
duct between different groups of medical practitioners. Medical police encom- 
passed apparently diverse aspects of medical theory and practice, which were 
held together by a number of shared assumptions and concerns. For the most 
part, what underlay this rich notion related to the general political and social 


1. On the control of medical practice in France, see Ramsey, 1988 and Brockliss and Jones, 1997, 


chs 8, 9 and 10; on environmental medicine, Riley, 1987; Jordanova, 1979/1997; on medical police see White, 
1983; La Berge, 1992, esp. ch. 1, Brockliss and Jones, 1997, esp. ch. 12. 
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preoccupations of that elusive entity the Enlightenment. Amongst the most 
important of these was the attempt to cater for the needs of a whole popula- 
tion, the people. A number of challenges resulted: finding ways of understand- 
ing the health of a collectivity, determining what forms of intervention were 
appropriate, and assessing the effectiveness of mass measures. As a result, 
hygiene, legal medicine, the control of medical practice, and public health became 
closely related aspects of a set of debates on health and the reform of society. 

Environmentalism and the crisis over medical efficacy are themes of special 
importance here. Both of these led, though by different routes, to another facet 
of medical police, which was less explicit. This consisted of an emphasis on the 
moral-cum-political role of practitioners as those people who brought once 
poorly individuals into healthy communities, thereby eliminating the large pro- 
portion of sickness which was amenable to human control. This conviction 
that medical practice had a central part to play in forging a sense of collective 
identity was, during the period 1 am concerned with, increasingly expressed in 
the language of political economy instead of that of mercantilism and political 
arithmetic. Speaking about increasing national strength through the size of the 
population gave way to discussions of the management of a national economy 
through productivity. The shift was from concern for the quantity of the popu- 
lation to the quality of the health of the labouring, or potentially labouring, 
sector. Increasingly the emphasis was on ‘managing the resources of a nation 
so as to increase its material prosperity’.” 

Thus the idea of medical police is complex both conceptually and in its 
implications for administration and practice. In the nexus of beliefs and actions 
around medical police we can discern three distinct aspects which it may be 
helpful to bear in mind. First, there were the heated debates on the internal 
dynamics of the medical profession, nicely expressed in the title of a book I 
discuss later — Medical Anarchy. Second, thete was an explicit relationship be- 
tween practitioners and the official social policy of which they were agents. 
Here medicine and society were related in ways that it was commonplace to 
acknowledge. Third, medical theory and practice were enactments of social 
structure and social theory in an wmphat way. What was said and done under the 
rubric of medical police had social and political meanings which were not fully 
atticulated. The most important of these was the development of a collective 
consciousness via the responsibility of the individual to the group. To see these 
three dimensions in action, it is necessary to examine the theory and practice 
of medical police more closely. 

The study of medical police presents some interesting comparative problems. 
Although it is usually associated with the German-speaking parts of eighteenth- 
century Europe, writings on the subject also came from Scotland, England, 
France and Italy. Historians became acquainted with medical police through two 
pioneering essays by George Rosen published in the 1950s.” He traced various 


2. Oxford Enghsh Dictionary, vol. YI, 1933, p. 35, definition of Political Economy (under Economy). See 
also Glass, 1978; Buck, 1982; Riley, 1985 and 1987. Coleman, 1982 explores the links between political 
economy and medicine in early nineteenth-century France. 


3. Rosen, 1953 and 1957, reprinted in Rosen, 1974. 
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usages of the term and its approximate synonyms, political medicine and state 
medicine, from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries, and argued that the 
concept of medical police was by no means new in the writings of the German 
practitioner J.P. Frank with whom it is usually associated. Rosen placed medical 
police in the context of cameralist economic theories. He saw Frank’s medical 
policies as expressions of forms of political power and of the economic ideals 
of the German-speaking states. The first volume of Frank’s monumental work, 
A System of Complete Medical Police, appeared in 1779 and was quickly taken up in 
Italy, France and Britain, and reference was frequently made to Frank and other 
German writers. It is less common to find their arguments seriously questioned 
and discussed. For Rosen, medical police was essentially the doctrines promul- 
gated in an absolutist state, which justified paternalistic control over the health 
of the people in order to increase the population, and so, by cameralist logic, 
the prosperity of the nation. 

Medical police certainly needs to be seen in the context of eighteenth- 
century notions of police more generally and the concrete programmes of 
social action subsumed under the new science of police.‘ It is clear that police 
referred to the exercise of authority and to the agencies of management and 
control over the populace. Police was organised government and civil admin- 
istration rather than a system specifically for the prevention and punishment of 
crime. However, prevention of unspecified harm to the populace, together 
with the establishment of regularity and order to ensure general safety and 
comfort, were important. Although policing was clearly a function performed 
by certain social strata, it would be misleading to associate the eighteenth- 
century form of police with either uniformed officials, a homogeneous state 
apparatus, or a unified professional structure for those jobs that involved policing. 
In France, under both the ancien régime and the Napoleonic state, the prolifera- 
tion of institutions, committees and officials was far too great for them to 
represent a single class and set of interests. The three groups of medical prac- 
titioners, physicians, surgeons and apothecaries, definitely were involved in what 
might broadly be designated as policing activities, but they were merely some 
among many. Nor, of course, were medical practitioners themselves a homo- 
geneous group, for the differences in education, income and status among 
them were immense. The rich variety of officialdom is illustrated in the stat- 
istical surveys of the departments of France compiled in the early years of the 
nineteenth century. For example, in year XII, the préfet of the département du 
Nord, Dieudonné, listed the public institutions for which Lille was the head- 
quarters and their personnel — in addition to military and religious establish- 
ments, there were five justices of the peace, six police commissioners, directors, 
inspectors and controUers for taxes, mortgages, gold and silver, cloths, weights 
and measures, forests, roads and bridges, local commerce and the postal system 
among others. Lille also possessed a military hospital, an ‘école primaire de 


4. On concepts of police in the eighteenth century see Raeff, 1983. His examples come from Germany 
and Russia, and the discussion of medicine is somewhat Whiggish, but the conceptual framework of ‘police’ is 
usefully laid out. For brief definitions of ‘police’, ‘cameralism’ and ‘mercantilism’ see Black and Porter, 1996. 
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médecine’, a botanical garden, a public assistance committee, a general hos- 
pital, five hospices for the old, orphaned and ill, a workhouse, two jails, and a 
departmental asylum for insane women. The population of the city at this time 
was 60,000.” 

Perhaps one of the most important features of the system was that new 
committees and changing managerial tasks could easily be incorporated. Med- 
ical practitioners, so far as I can judge from evidence in the archives at Lille, 
worked closely with the municipal authorities on whom their licence to practise 
and form professional associations depended.’ There certainly were disputes, 
although more often than not amongst practitioners themselves rather than 
between them and the magistracy. Practitioners visited cases of sudden death 
and accidents with a justice of the peace and made a full, written report. 
Perhaps the most extensive evidence of ‘policing’ activities comes from the 
hundreds of handwritten certificates which survive and which were signed 
by chirurgiens and médecins jurés. They relate to such matters as causes of death, 
state of mind, self-injury, capacity to work, seditious behaviour and stage of 
pregnancy. Many relate to the administration of poor relief, with which med- 
ical practitioners were closely involved, while others appear to touch on purely 
personal, family matters, such as whether a pregnant woman was fit to travel, 
where it is hard to imagine the reasons for medical involvement. In terms of 
the practical possibilities for medical intervention, the cases of sudden death 
and accidents are of particular interest because they illustrate the close relation- 
ship between medical police, public health and legal medicine. Many of the 
cases related to incidents of drowning — a topic to which I shall return later as 
it was in the forefront of attempts to promote preventative medical action in 
the name of social improvement and thus epitomises the eighteenth-century 
French manner of policing public health. There were other places where the 
ideas implicit in medical police and public health could be put into practice and 
from which we can gain more insight into what was envisaged in a programme 
of medical police. One such place was the legal system. Legal medicine, or 
medical jurisprudence, associated medicine with the execution of existing laws 
principally through the use of practitioners as expert witnesses at trials. Writ- 
ings on legal medicine essentially followed, and sometimes sought to improve, 
existing judicial processes — by that token, they inevitably touched on some 
delicate moral and social issues, rape, virginity and illegitimacy among them. 
Legal medicine was not a specialism that arose de novo in the eighteenth century, 
and even a cursory look at writings on medico-legal topics reveals the long list 
of earlier authorities appealed to, together with a deep indebtedness to Roman 
law. As a subject it had certainly gained institutional backing — for example, 
by the foundation of chairs in the new medical faculties in 1795 — as well 
as intellectual respectability by the end of the eighteenth century. There were 
also a couple of standard texts in the field, by Francois Fodéré and Paul 


5, Dieudonné, an XII, vol. 3, pp. 311, 313. The context for such regional statistics is elaborated in Perrot 
and Woolf, 1984, part 1. Coleman, 1982 also has much to say about Lille as an early industrial area. 

6. The archival evidence comes from holdings in the Archives Municipales de Lille, and the Archives du 
Département du Nord, located in Lille. 
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Mahon.’ These suggest the topics that, by consensus, formed the core of 
medical jurisprudence and the interweaving of legal themes with public hygiene 
and medical police. 

An excellent example of these themes is the work of Francois Fodéré, the 
author of what appears to be the first systematic French publication on legal 
medicine, public hygiene and medical police. Les Lous E:clairées par les Sciences 
Physiques ou traité de médecine légale et hygiéne publique first appeared in the year VII; 
it was revised, enlarged and given a new title in the Napoleonic period when, 
in 1813, it became Traité de Médecine légale et hygiene publique ou de police de santé 
adapté aux codes de l’empire francais et aux connaissances actuelles.” Fodéré’s clinical 
experience was immense and he had had ample opportunity to observe the 
administration of medical practice during his time as a surgeon in the army, 
being médecinjuré in Aosta and Bard, working in a hospital in Marseille, and 
running the Ecole Centrale in Nice. Equally influential was his contact 
while a young man with the Parisian surgeon Antoine Louis, a noted author on 
medico-legal issues.’ Fodéré’s Les Lois was truly an encyclopedic work and 
there is ample evidence for its representative character. The three-volume first 
edition began with a general section setting out those circumstances which 
might place a patient outside the normal functioning of the law and which were 
determined through the examination of physiological variations with age, 
environment and sex, and mental condition. Military exemption and feigned 
illness were also discussed. The second section of the book dealt with civil 
cases, the majority of which related to sexual conduct — virginity, chastity, separa- 
tion of spouses, conception, pregnancy, childbirth and the difficulties of deter- 
mining paternity. Criminal cases, such as rape, abortion, infanticide, violent and 
accidental death, were dealt with in the third section. Finally, in the last section, 
Fodéré discussed public hygiene and medical police; in fact for him these two 
fields were inseparable, since neither made sense without the other. Hygiene 
was the science upon which medical police was based, and it was pubic hygiene 
because of the need to affect ‘the totality of citizens’. ‘Medical police is nothing 
other than the deployment of precepts demonstrated by hygiene.””” The fourth 
part began with an analysis of contagious diseases and the institutions estab- 
lished to deal with them. A whole range of epidemic and epizootic conditions 
were covered, together with inoculation. The other topics appear somewhat 
miscellaneous: foundlings, military health, health in towns, specific occupa- 
tional hazards, maintaining health in prisons, hospitals and ships, and, finally, 


7. Francois Fodéré was, in 1813, appointed to the second chair of legal medicine, in Strasbourg, the first 
being in Paris. Among his other important publications are Legons sur les Epidémies et ? Hygiene Publique, 4 vols., 
Paris, 1822-24, and Essai Historique et Morale sur la Pauvreté des Nations, Paris, 1825. Paul Mahon’s principal 
publication was Médecine Légale, 3 vols., Paris, 1801. La Berge, 1992 mentions Fodéré as an influential writer 
on public health issues. In 1795 Mahon was appointed assistant in legal medicine in Paris, and he was a con- 
tributor to the medical section of the Encyclopédie Méthodique. On legal medicine more generally, see Bynum 
and Porter, 1993a, ch. 69 (by Crawford), and Clark and Crawford, 1994, esp. introduction and part 2. 

8. We may note the publication of a short-lived journal edited by Antoine Fourcroy called La Médecine 
éclairée par les sciences physiques, 1791-92, to which it is likely Fodéré was indebted for his title. 

9. Antoine Louis published on such medico-legal issues as signs of death, and the normal length of 
human pregnancy in the 1750s and 1760s. 

10. Fodéré, an VII, vol. 2, p. 359. 
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the difficulty of making a certain diagnosis of death. They were linked, how- 
ever, by their importance to the population as a whole, by the potential threat 
to public safety and order if these matters were not attended to. Fodéré’s 
treatise contained a wide range of the medico-legal and medical police topics 
current in the period. Although it was very much addressed to contemporary 
issues, it drew its legal precedents and classic cases largely from ancient Rome. 

Medical police was closely bound up with programmes for positive health, 
individual and social, physical and moral. This goal was to be achieved through 
the control of external, environmental forces via administrative reforms and 
hygienist measures. Insofar as the latter were directed at individuals, therapy 
that involved altering human behaviour and lifestyle was stressed. But the main 
thrust of medical police and public health was to affect people en masse. These 
fields thereby became aspects of the science of management and the object 
they managed was the population, the people. 

The idea of the health of the people was at the heart of medical police and 
public health, yet, as an idea, it is remarkably elusive. This is not just because 
of the challenges of imagining a collectivity such as ‘the people’, but also 
because ‘health’ is hard to define, being a desirable, ideal state rather than a 
phenomenon that can be measured. It may be helpful to distinguish three 
interpretations of the phrase which led to different forms of response: first, 
attempts to conceptualise and explain the level of health of a collectivity; sec- 
ond, the use of quantitative techniques; and third, the concern for the health 
of the ‘popular classes’ as opposed to the elite and the bourgeoisie. In consider- 
ing approaches to collective health, we should note that there were a number 
of ways in which eighteenth-century political and social theorists, as well as 
medical practitioners, thought about the health of large groups. One of the 
best-known attempts was Rousseau’s Daescours sur Vorigine de l’inégalité (1754), 
which argued that illness, a prominent feature of so-called civilised society, was 
entirely due to the harmful effects of that unequal way of life, coupled with the 
ignorance and incompetence of doctors.'’ These themes, that both increasing 
‘civilisation’ and the intervention of medical practitioners were detrimental to 
genetal health, were taken up by many subsequent writers. In fact, thinking 
about society as pathogenic became quite commonplace, although the infer- 
ences drawn from that statement varied dramatically. The population was fre- 
quently seen as being composed of ‘natural’ subgroups defined by their shared 
lifestyle. The use of a physiology of lifestyle, based on the analysis of consti- 
tution, temperament and environment, and indebted to Neo-Hippocratism, was 
a major means to considering the health of groups.’* Sub-groups within the 
population were sometimes determined by gender or age, at others by occupa- 
tion, social or marital status. Hence, men and women, infants, aristocrats, 
peasants, the bourgeoisie and ‘gens de seittres’, for example, were treated as 
significant medical constituencies. 


11. Rousseau, 1974, pp. 149-50; Bynum and Porter, 1993a, ch. 27 (by Porter). 

12. On Hippocratism see Sargent, 1982 and Bynum and Porter, 1993a, ch. 15 (by Hannaway); on 
constitution, see Bynum and Porter, 1993a, pp. 413-—16; Brockliss and Jones, 1997 discuss the role of 
Hippocratic ideas in French medicine. 
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It was increasingly common during the eighteenth century to refer to the 
effects of epidemics or to mortality, especially that of children, as an indicator 
of general health standards. It is important not to underestimate the sophist- 
ication which demographic work relating to mortality had reached by the last 
quarter of the eighteenth century. This made possible the treatment of ‘the 
population’ and its constitutent groups as abstract entities. The mortality of 
those living in towns and the country, of the married and the single, of men 
and women, of the sane and the insane, of old and young, were all measured, 
analysed and considered, and data from different countries compared. As a 
result, a set of specific debates was generated which encompassed both pub- 
lic health and medical police — sex-ratios, longevity and life tables, causes of 
fertility and infant mortality, and the effects of inoculation and vaccination, 
lying-in hospitals, and so on. Practitioners, including relatively humble ones, 
became accustomed to collecting, using and criticising local statistics and to 
treating the population as a quantity for mathematical and manipulative admin- 
istration — this was particularly true of Napoleonic France." 

Both the content and the language of writings on the health of the people 
suggest that another sense of the terms ‘people’ and ‘population’ was being 
invoked, that of the people as a c/ass. In both the French and English languages 
of the period, ‘the people’ was defined as that part of the population that was 
not the nobility or the ruling class, but the ‘commonality’, ‘the masses’. They 
were also those owned by a sovereign or a state.'* Thus, to speak of the health 
of the people was to imply doth the problems of those too ignorant, irrespons- 
ible and poor to deal with their own diseases, and the human resources of the 
labouring section of the community. William Cobbett was not far wrong 
when he said in 1817: ‘we now frequently hear the working classes called “the 
population”, just as we hear the animals upon a farm called “the stock” ’.”” 
The whole issue of the condition of the population was fraught with political 
tension, so it is no surprise to find indications of class conflict in writings on 
the subject. These were especially explicit when the ‘traditional’, ‘superstitious’ 
ways of the populace were castigated, and the option of reform via education 
was being advocated. Heated responses to quackery expressed anxieties about the 
gullibility of ordinary people, especially women, in relation to health matters." 
But medical writers who wished to improve the health of the masses did not 
uniformly turn their attention towards the irresponsible multitudes, they fre- 
quently accepted that the spotlight should be on the medical fraternity itself. 


13. Perrot and Woolf, 1984; Coleman, 1982; Frangsmyr et a/, 1990. 

14. Oxford Enghsh Dictionary, vol. VII, 1933, p. 1126, under Population. See also vol. VH, pp. 661-2, under 
People; also Littré, 1878, vol. 3, pp. 1091-2 (Peuple), 1212 (Populace), 1213 (Population). The notion ‘the 
people’ continues to be problematic: see e.g. Smith, 1990, whose book, The People’s Health, which first 
appeared in 1979, generated some puzzlement. Dealing with the period 1830-1910 in Britain it covers many 
of the issues practitioners in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were concerned with. Tissot’s 
influential and widely read Avs au Peuple sur sa Santé, first published in 1761, is a significant marker, although 
its original aims were rather modest. For medicine specifically in relation to citzzens, see Weiner, 1993. 

15. Oxford Enghsh Dictionary, vol. VII, p. 1126. 

16. Ramsey, 1988; Ackerman, 1990; Brockliss and Jones, 1997 consider the anxieties about quackery in 
France. 
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When examining their own and their colleagues’ activities, medical practi- 
tioners were painfully aware of their own limited therapeutic capacities. ‘This 
was so to such an extent that the crisis in medical efficacy became an integral 
patt of approaches to policing the health of the people. 

Attempts to deal with the health of the people posed practical as well as 
conceptual problems. Demands that medicine improve public health contrasted 
sharply with the limited therapeutic capacity of individual practitioners. The 
efficacy of medical practice was constantly being challenged by practitioners 
themselves: an excellent example is Jean-Emmanuel Gilibert’s three-volume 
invective published in 1772 and provocatively entitled L’Anarchie Médicinale, ou 
la médecine considerée comme nuisible a la société. | would suggest that the dissatisfac- 
tion with contemporary medical practices and with existing provision for pro- 
fessional regulation expressed by Gilibert and others was reasonably widespread, 
especially among practitioners with hygienist sympathies. As a result, alterna- 
tive forms of medical practice had to be considered, some of which entailed 
controlling practitioners while others led to different styles of therapy. There 
were four obvious, and to some extent overlapping, options which were readily 
available: environmental medicine, professional control, experimental medicine 
and preventative medicine. 

The term ‘environmental medicine’ subsumes a variety of approaches, in- 
cluding the design of buildings, quarantine arrangements, drainage, canal con- 
struction and air purification. One of the most attractive features of a medicine 
which resorted to environmental control was that it could potentially affect 
large numbets of people and, since it used nature’s own laws in the service of 
human beings, it was considered both more efficacious and less dangerous 
than therapies which relied on drugs, or, worse still, secret specific remedies.’” 

Diatribes against specific remedies abounded, as did demands for licences to 
sell them. Many people believed that remedies themselves were only part of the 
problem, and that it was the practitioners selling them who constituted a threat 
to the nation’s health. Those who marketed specifics were frequently, but by no 
means universally, those who had no formal permit to practise, and it was such 
‘quacks’, along with midwives and wisewomen, who were castigated as med- 
ical anarchists. One solution, therefore, was to rigidly exclude from practice all 
those who were inadequately educated and trained, and who sold such specifics. 
Accordingly, many practitioners advocated medical police, that is, policing 
medical practice, a task which was taken quite seriously during Napoleon’s 
teign, and which was executed in part by regional ‘medical juries’. The reports 
submitted by the juries give some indication of the difficulties posed by the 
overseeing of practitioners.'* The policing of medical practice was not, in the 
sources I have consulted, seen as an unwarranted intrusion: rather the devel- 
opment of explicit medical ethics was welcomed. Acceptance of regulations 


17. Riley, 1987 discusses environmental medicine. See also Weiner, 1993, ch. 10. It worth noting how 
other fields, such as medical topogtaphy, explored the possibilities of environmental medicine by trying to 
correlate disease patterns with social and environmental factors for well-defined geographical areas in the 
hope of improving human conditions there — a form of medical police. 

18. Material relating to Medical Juries is in Archives Départementales du Nord, Serie M. 231. 
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may have been made easier by the sense that it was medical practitioners 
themselves rather than ‘outsiders’ who were initiating and executing means of 
control. There is, of course, a temptation to see desire for control and ‘ethics’ 
as a decisive step in the inevitable formation of a modern professional con- 
sciousness. Historians are increasingly uncomfortable with such teleological 
models. Indeed, it is becoming clear that the late eighteenth and early nine- 
teenth centuries were crucial for the processes of professionalisation — it 1s 
equally clear how complex these processes actually were. That the situation 
was far from simple is revealed by the extent of interpersonal rivalry and dis- 
pute so evident in the case of Lille. Medical police, in the sense of controlling 
practice, entailed not just the hounding of so-called charlatans and empirics, 
but the elaboration of precise rules of conduct between various groups of 
licensed practitioners and between those of different ranks. Midwives, how- 
ever, generally bore the heaviest criticism of ‘unprofessional’ behaviour.”” 
Along with these forays into stricter control of practice went attempts to 
define and redefine correct medical roles. The arguments were not primarily 
conducted in terms of expertise, but in terms of public utility — the medical 
calling was very often presented as akin to that of the philanthropist and 
politician. Furthermore, in the name of public service, practitioners of all classes 
advocated and employed experimental surgical techniques and vivisectional 
experiments. Two justifications were offered — first, that new surgical methods 
would only save lives if the surgeon had plenty of practice, and second, that 
cettain medical judgements, particularly in legal medicine, were based on 
physiological fantasy instead of fact. It was not enough, for instance, to ascer- 
tain that a subject was dead, it was vital to establish the exact cause and mechanism 
of death because this might lead to the prevention of other deaths. It was 
commonly admitted that determining the cause of death was a difficult opera- 
tion, and it could hardly be investigated experimentally by drowning, suffocat- 
ing or hanging living subjects — puppies could be used instead. Exponents 
of such experiments explicitly stated that knowledge of anatomy alone was in- 
sufficient in such matters.” In addition to experimental work on mechanisms 
of death, a great deal of attention was devoted to Caesarean section, no doubt 
because it seemed doubly capable of becoming a widely-used, lifesaving opera- 
tion. The Lille medical and surgical organisations debated the issue several 
times in the last two decades of the eighteenth century. One was actually 
performed in the city in May 1780; the woman survived and was even accorded 
a pension by the magistrates.” In his treatise on legal medicine and medical 
police of 1801, Paul Mahon advocated the use of sections on a/ women dying 


19. On the development of medical ethics see Baker, 1993; Baker et al, 1993; on French midwives see 
Gelis, 1984 and 1988. 

20. There is a direct connection here with the debates on the guillotine discussed in Chapter 7. On ideas 
of death (and life) see Bynum and Porter, 1993a, ch. 13 (by Albury), esp. pp. 252~6. McManners, 1981 
explores the social history of attitudes towards death in eighteenth-century France. 

21. Warocquier, 1782 on methods of Caesarean section refers to the section performed by his father in 
1780. This thesis together with others on related topics and pamphlets sent from Paris on the medical 
problems of childbirth are in the Archives Municipales de Lille. 
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in childbirth shortly before delivery, partly in the hope of saving the babies, 
but also to give surgeons experience in refining their techniques.” 

Such radical medical intervention could become unnecessary once preventat- 
ive techniques were fully developed. So said the formidable array of hygienists 
who wrote manuals and pamphlets urging people to live better, less passion- 
ately, more moderately, avoiding tea and coffee and so on, through the endless 
rules and regulations, which, we must assume, were absorbed by the middle 
classes if they were by anyone. This medical advice literature was couched in 
a peculiar combination of religious and political language. The first step was to 
castigate the irresponsibility of those who betrayed the sacred trust of their 
health. Le Bégue de Presle moralised on the subject in 1763: 


One can only be astounded and frightened when one perceives the large number of 
dangers to which people expose themselves everyday by imprudence, recklessness, 
ignorance; and how often they risk their health, their very lives needlessly. . . for pleas- 
ure neither the intensity, the extent nor the duration of which are worth the smallest 
of the ills which are the price one pays for such pleasures.” 


From this follows the moral duty to preserve one’s health, in this case ex- 
pressed more in religious than in social terms: ‘Life and health, since they are 
vested in us by the Deity, their preservation should be reckoned among the 
most sacred and necessaty of duties,’ Illness was sin; it could be avoided 
through the salvation that comes from sound understanding. In matters of 
health, as in those of religion, knowledge and education were the keys to self- 
improvement. The duty to seek health was also in the interests of the state, so 
that, according to Gilibert, for example, the individual and the common good 
were equally served by those who strove to cherish their bodies. It was by 
prolonging the lives of heads of families and by preserving more children who 
would become artisans, agriculturalists and soldiers, that hygienic practices 
would save and regenerate society.” This fusion of religious and enlightened 
medical discourses may seem odd at first sight since we tend to think of them 
as starting from radically opposed premises. But both discourses appealed to 
individuals to transcend their immediate needs and interests for the good of 
the group and the sanctions invoked were moral and not overtly repressive in 
character. The extent to which formal laws and punishments were seen as 
necessary and desirable is obviously a continuum. Many writers had no need 
to appeal to artificial man-made laws: nature punished sin herself and the 
human body was the terrain on which the forces of good and evil did battle. 
One such person was Constantin Volney, whose La Loi Naturelle (1793) epi- 
tomised the marriage of religion and secular naturalism. For Volney, incorrect 
health behaviour was a sin against nature and against society. 


22. Mahon, 1801, vol. 3, pp. 197-216. 

23. Le Bégue de Presle, 1763, p. ix. 

24, Ibid., pp. xx—xxi. Le Bégue de Presle’s sentiments have much in common with those of Tissot (see 
Chapter 6) and Volney (see Chapter 8). They were also expressed in many popular medical writings — Porter, 
1992, ch. 4 is on France. 

25, Gilibert, 1772, esp. vol. 3, pp. 133, 333. 
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Q. What is understood by Physical good or evil? 

A. By the word physical is meant whatever acts immediately upon the Body; health is 
a physical good; sickness is a physical evil. ... 

Q. What is vice according to the law of nature? 

A. It is the practice of actions prejudicial to the individual and to society. 

Q. Have not virtue and vice an object purely spiritual... 

A. No; they are always ultimately referable to a physical end; and this end is invariably 
the destruction ot preservation of the human body.” 


The issue, then, was citizenship. What happened to an individual human 
body had repercussions, so good citizens were knowledgeable about health 
and actually put their knowledge into practice because of their sense of civic 
responsibility. The politics of the body and illness as naturalised punishment 
for sin are themes found in many writers of the period from Voltaire to the 
Marquis de Sade. 

I now wish to consider another aspect of citizenship and health, which 
brings us squarely back to the policing of public health — the attempts to 
generate organised concern for the well-being of others. Medical police was 
not just an issue for debate among elite medical circles. The ensemble of beliefs 
already outlined found expression in concrete practice of a number of different 
kinds. One well-known example was the control of epidemic disease; the re- 
sponse in Marseilles to the 1720 outbreak of plague and the organisation of 
their Bureau de Santé were frequently cited as admirable models. Doubtless, 
administrative precedents, which already existed under the ancien régime, had 
considerable influence. In a number of European countries during the eight- 
eenth century elaborate provision was made for the treatment and attempted 
resuscitation of the drowned. The organisation involved, the political interven- 
tions and written sources illustrate types of practical action as well as attitudes 
towards the people’s health: they provide us with insight into concrete situ- 
ations in terms of both widespread beliefs and local arrangements. Fortunately, 
a wide range of materials bearing on the question is available, from the hand- 
written certificates of practitioners to treatises on theories of asphyxiation. 

The themes of this diverse literature include the use of experiments on 
living animals, the castigation of traditional practices, the functioning of laws 
relating to death and the allegedly widespread fear of premature burial.*’ Al- 
though it is unclear how such a fear is to be explained, it was evidently taken 
seriously and the Lille authorities invested considerable time, energy and money 
in attempts to save drowned people. Drowning and asphyxiation appear to 
have been quite common, not just in places like Amsterdam with its canals, 
London with its river, and Liverpool with its docks, but in inland towns, such 
as Lille, as well.” Fairly representative were cases like that of Pierre Courbe, 


26. Volney, 1807, pp. 347, 349. 

27. On attitudes to death in eighteenth-century France, see McManners, 1981. 

28. See, on Amsterdam, Kool, 1855; the society was founded in 1767, and on England, Thomson, 1963. 
The certificates dealing with drowning and asphyxiation are in the Archives Municipales de Lille. On such 
matters in Paris, see Brockliss and Jones, 1997, p. 744. 
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aged 51, who fell into a trough of water on 2 August 1784 while drunk and was 
revived by Decroix, a local apothecary. Even more common was the asphyxi- 
ation of poor people who lived in small cellars with no ventilation, like the 
elderly couple overcome by fumes on 12 June 1785. They lived in a cellar 
measuring 12 X 22 feet and containing open latrines. 

As a well-defined area of debate, the problem of drowning gained promin- 
ence in France in the 1740s, both at local government level and in the printed 
medical literature. Under the latter head, the most important contributions 
were a dissertation on the signs of death (1742) by the anatomist Jacques 
Bénigne Winslow and a mémoire by Jacques Jean Bruhier d’Ablaincourt on 
avoiding premature burial (1745).” In 1752, the prominent surgeon and prac- 
titioner of legal medicine Antoine Louis published his Lestres sur la certitude des 
signes de la mort ou Lon assure les citoyens de la crainte d’étre enterrés vivans, avec des 
observations et des expériences sur les noyés. There followed a stream of publications 
contradicting, agreeing with or elaborating upon the work of Winslow, Bruhier 
and Louis as well as that of ancient writers. Among the best-known of such 
works was Edmund Goodwyn’s The Connexion of Life with Respiration, published 
in 1786, 1788 and 1798 in Latin, English and French respectively.” Care of the 
drowned was also a preoccupation of the French government from the 1740s 
onwards and the printed debate was joined by departmental administrations. In 
the year VII, for example, we find the health council of Calvados publishing 
a pamphlet containing a taxonomy of forms of asphyxia, suggesting cures and 
means of accurately determining death.’ The available material on drowning 
demonstrates a number of points: its importance as an issue in legal medicine; 
the existence of a widespread conviction that many of those submerged were 
still alive and should be treated for what Goodwyn speaks of asa disease — 
asphyxia; the use of experimental techniques to elucidate physiological mechan- 
isms as a means to a practical effective cure; and the enthusiasm for devising 
‘machines’ and instruments for use in resuscitation. 

Chronologically, local government concern for the drowned and printed 
debate went hand in hand. In Lille in 1755 there was an ‘Ordonnance pour les 
précautions 4 prendre au sujet des gens qui tombent dans |’eau et que l’on croit 
noyées’ issued by magistrates. This lengthy and detailed regulation began by 
regretting the reluctance of the public to help the drowned and postulated as 
an explanation a general fear of acting illegally. ‘Charitable’ intervention, even 
where the victim appears dead, is permissible on condition that a surgeon is 
summoned immediately. Public-spirited people, who helped victims and called 
surgeons, were to be rewarded. Detailed instructions on what to do followed: 
keep trying to revive the patient for at least two hours, get them to vomit using 
a feather, undress them and wrap them in covers in a warm bed and use warm 
compresses. In order to stimulate the body, it must be moved frequently, and 
victims should be forced to gargle spirits, warm urine or a mixture of pepper 
and vinegar. Additional key procedures were bleeding from the jugular vein, 


29. Winslow, 1742; Bruhier, 1745-46. 


30. Goodwyn, 1798. 
31. Conseil de Santé du Département du Calvados, an VII. 
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blowing air into the lungs (Goodwyn invented a special pump to do this), and 
injecting tobacco smoke or other irritants into the intestines using a syringe. 
By 1757 the use of warm coals was being advocated through a detailed case 
history, and arrangements were made for some to be available in case of emer- 
gencies. In 1772 the magistrates pronounced themselves dissatisfied with the 
provisions, presumably because people were not coming forward to help as 
they should. A syringe for fumigation was provided, and punishments in the 
form of fines introduced for bar- and inn-keepers who failed to provide heated 
rooms for victims of drowning. Those helping, on the other hand, including 
the surgeons, were to be recompensed and have their expenses refunded, all 
within one week. By 1780, the organisation was even better, with one surgeon 
and one apothecary having special kits of instruments for the treatment of the 
drowned. And, people are exhorted once again to act: 


Those who are genuinely beneficent and worthy of praise, who consent to help the 
drowned, deserve moreover the wholehearted gratitude of their fellow citizens, and 
what greater satisfaction can a sentient being experience than that of having saved the 
life of a citizen.” 


The regulation ended with an attack on traditional responses to the drowned, 
such as hanging them up by their feet. 

Three types of provision were made by the magistrates to help the drowned. 
First, there were administrative and practical arrangements, such as the supply 
of special kits, coal and syringes. Second, they employed an educational mode, 
disseminating information on large posters as a means of countering custom- 
aty practices and instilling new ones. The posters distributed by Humane 
Societies in Britain were remarkably similar. Third, magistrates invoked 
juridical procedures by threatening punishment and fines and offering rewards. 
But all of these strategies had a common aim — to enlist the help of both prac- 
titioners and the populace through creating a sense of collective responsibility. 
Such an approach was viable because submersion and suffocation were pre- 
sented as having effects which could quite easily be mitigated in many cases. It 
was the possibility of saving lives for the nation that made elaborate preventative 
measures worthwhile. To achieve this saving of life, the magistrates, the medical 
practitioners and the populace worked together for the common good. 

I have suggested that medical police and public health involved a delicate 
balance between the interests of the individual as a private citizen, and those 
of the collective, the ‘public’. Many commentators recognised that the inter- 
relationships between the health of individuals and that of society were 
exceedingly complex and they sought ways to elucidate the connections in the 
hope of finding points for medical intervention. But they also attempted to 
separate the medical problems of individuals from those of groups, using the 
distinction between public and private. In the medical section of the Fncyclopédie 
Meéthodique, the prominent hygienist Jean-Noél Hallé differentiated public from 


32. Ordonnances du Magistrat, 410, pp. 209-210v (Archives Municipales de Lille). 
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private hygiene and complained that hitherto this separation had been mostly 
ignored.” For him, it was not just the treatment of individuals or collectivities that | 
marked the difference, but the fact that, as a public hygienist, ‘the philosophically- 
aware medical practitioner becomes the counsellor and the soul of the legislator’. 
Broadly speaking, private hygiene involved regimen while public hygiene in- 
cluded the analysis of general environmental factors and of those features of 
social structure deemed to determine health. It is interesting to note the re- 
peated assertion that those who undertake to heal society through practising 
public hygiene are responding to a higher calling both spiritually and politically 
than the humbler practitioner who deals directly with individual patients. 

It may be useful to put such uses of ‘private’ and ‘public’ in the context of 
the distinction between domestic and political economy, the former dealing 
with the management of a household, the latter with that of a political and 
economic entity. There were two forms of medicine to match. Domestic 
medicine, with its reliance on regimen and good advice, paid particular atten- 
tion to women and children, to the regulation of sexuality, and to proper 
conduct within the family. In its attention to personal responsibility, the vast 
literature on domestic medicine echoed a theme of great importance to the 
politics of the late Enlightenment — the family as the point of mediation and 
transition between individuals and the nation. The medicine of political 
economy, on the other hand, addressed itself to the collectivity, and most 
particularly to its labouring fraction, with others, such as children, being seen 
as valuable only insofar as they were potential labourers. Such an analysis linked 
health, defined as productive capacity, to abstract features of the social struc- 
ture, and it, too, subjected to severe scrutiny the efficacy of conventional medical 
practice. 

Looking at health as the result of historical, supposedly ‘civilising’ processes 
aided the project of developing a ‘political medicine’. Partly, as I indicated 
earlier, this was conducted in the terms laid down by political theorists such as 
Rousseau, and his heirs in the 1790s and 1800s continued to discuss ‘the state 
of nature’, the effects of nomadic patterns of life, and the association between 
the concentration of population and disease in cities. This could lead to an 
interest in specific environmental pathogens, so that technical literatures grew 
up on the effects of soil, deforestation, housing, diet, air, occupation and so on. 
Such an approach tended to emphasise a single causal factor and to offer the 
possibility of elucidating the exact impact of each parameter on physiological 
processes. Other writers went directly to social structures in attempting to 


33. Hallé, 1798, vol. 7, pp. 373-437. Coleman, 1982, La Berge, 1992 and Weiner, 1993 emphasise Hallé’s 
importance as a major influence on nineteenth-century French hygiene. Hallé was the first holder of the chair 
of hygiene in the reformed Paris medical faculty — Fourcroy defined the qualities expected in the incumbent, 
and in doing so distinguished between public and private hygiene, Coleman, 1982, p. 17. 

34. Chapter 6 discusses and cites literature on domestic/popular medicine. The distinction between 
public and private, which Hallé for example used, is extraordinarily complex and has been the subject of a 
good deal of recent scholarship more in relation to gender and to the nature of the Enlightenment than to 
medicine. Recent trends are evident in Castiglione and Sharpe, 1995, which also reveals the extensive influ- 
ence of Habermas in shaping current approaches to the ‘public sphere’ of the eighteenth century. The family 
is the subject of part 3. Cf. Hunt, 1992. 
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understand disease patterns in terms of economic trends and requirements. 
Population as a concept remained at the core of such work, but it carried new 
meaning following the work of Thomas Malthus. Malthus was indeed the 
fundamental reference point for such practitioners as C.EV.G. Prunelle and 
Etienne Sainte-Marie, both associated with medicine at Montpellier at various 
stages of their careers.” 

There is a clear statement of the political economy approach, as well as a 
good deal of ambivalence about the real effects of medical intervention, in 
Clement Prunelle’s De action de la médecine sur la population des états (1818), the 
opening lecture of his course on medical police at Montpellier. Prunelle was 
convinced that medical care had little social impact in combating the ill effects 
of civilisation and overpopulation compared with the positive role of industry 
in increasing wealth and improving the general conditions of life. It was only 
through prolonging the lives of industrial workers and combating disease which 
ptevented work, that medicine had any impact. Prunelle shifted the debate 
away from mortality to morbidity; he was concerned not with the quantity of 
life, but with its quality. And quality ultimately reduced to production — we find 
him approvingly quoting the economist J.B. Say, ‘nothing can make population 
inctease which does not also favour production, and nothing can diminish 
it... which does not also undermine the sources of production’.” 

When he spoke of population, Prunelle meant its wealth-creating sections, 
and he employed arguments which were economistic in the extreme. Prunelle 
did not attach great importance to the deaths of babies and new-borns, for, as 
he says, even counting the real costs of the lost work of the mothers and the 
medical fees connected with childbearing, the loss was small compared to that 
of an adult: 


the death of a person who has reached the age of sixteen destroys simultaneously the 

capital that has accumulated upon them and the revenues which this capital was about 

to produce. Medicine is employed to enable people to live longer, not to increase their 
37 

numbers. 


Using such arguments, Prunelle arrived at clear conclusions about the role of 
practitioners in policing public health. Under his interpretation of medical police 
three types of activity were envisaged. First, it had to produce an adequate and 
healthy population through intervention in marriage, housing, nutrition — 
including discovering new forms of subsistence, clothing, work, leisure and 
so on. This was essentially the preventative aspect of medical police. But along 
with this went the second type of activity: extensive policing of medical prac- 
titioners and their education. Prunelle did not totally neglect the value of 
curative medicine — the third type — in combating the ills due to excessive 
population growth: the control of contagious diseases, improving the lot of the 


35. Prunelle, 1818; Sainte-Marie, 1824 and 1829; La Berge, 1992 is revealing about the role of both men 
in French public health movements, esp. pp. 23, 33, 132, 133. 

36. Prunelle, 1818, pp. 13-14. 

37. Ibid., pp. 22~3, 26 note 1. 
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homeless, poor, sick and destitute, indeed of all those whose health was already 
suffering. 

There is little doubt that historians have been considerably hampered in 
their study of medical police and public health by the difficulty of defining their 
terms — a difficulty which is highly suggestive of recurrent conflicts and ten- 
sions within medicine itself. These surround the problem of the efficacy of 
medical intervention, especially with respect to large groups, and the differen- 
tial weightings given to preventative and to curative medicine. These medical 
preoccupations must be seen in the broader setting of what forms of health 
control are possible and permitted within a historically specific social, political 
and economic atena. For the purposes of defining a research task, a contextual 
approach to the history of public health could take two forms. The first, and 
the more conventional, would be a study of organisations and institutions in the 
context of local and central government, the pressures from various sections 
of the community, financial resources and legislative backing. The second would 
address such questions as the class dynamics implicit in public health, the forms 
of power and control both advocated and enacted, and the political, social, 
cultural and economic value assigned to health. | am not, of course, advocating 
that these two approaches be pursued separately; quite the contrary, the two 
need, ideally, to be fused. However, the first has been far more enthusiastically 
undertaken than the second. There are a number of reasons for this, but one 
of them is very simple, although extraordinarily hard to combat. The history 
of public health remains one of the bastions of truly Whiggish history and for 
a rather specific reason. A linear progression of increasing enlightenment and 
knowledge leading to specific reforms and innovative techniques — sewage 
control, purification of water and air and so on — can be discerned. What is 
more, these developments appear logical, inevitable, self-evidently good and in 
line with common sense — once we know that dirt causes disease, how could we 
not try to eliminate dirt for the safety of all citizens? This caricatured sentiment 
shows how intimately a belief in philanthropic reform is bound up with our 
ptesuppositions about public health. By what appears a natural extension of 
this position, most attention has been devoted to pioneering individuals and 
the institutions with which they were associated.” 

In stark contrast to the Whig history of public health is the fact that matters 
of health, and most especially of public health, are deeply political in that they 
partake of prevailing power structures and social relations. So that, without 
forcing a schism between ideology and material conditions, we must, nonethe- 
less, give a prominent place in our studies to the real power of ideas and 
ideologies, which permit some things, but not others, to be said and done in 
telation to health. And this situation is explained, not by varying degrees of 
philanthropic benevolence, but by the day-to-day workings of a social system, 
including the enactment of its beliefs. J am far from denying the historical 


38. Rosenberg’s edited collection in honour of George Rosen, 1979, contains some recent work which 
illustrates the hagiographic and Whiggish modes, as well as one piece, by Rosenberg himself, which suggests 
the importance of ideologies in campaigns for practical reform. On medicine and philanthropy see Bynum 
and Porter, 1993a, ch. 62 (by Jones). Recent work on French public health has been cited in earlier notes. 
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importance of philanthropy; on the contrary, it seems to be one of the most 
powerful impulses of the period I have been discussing. ‘Philanthropy’ was a 
capacious term which, in addition to describing charitable activities and organi- 
sations, conveyed a sense of the social relationships, the responsibilities and the 
tights attached to them. Inevitably, philanthropy conveyed ideas of proper 
behaviour in relation to health, no less than to work, sexuality and religion. 
From this it follows that we might usefully try to pin down the specific place 
of public health in the complex ensemble which philanthropy represents. One 
way of doing this would be through detailed comparative studies: for example, 
the provisions for that ultimate preventative measure, the saving of lives, could 
be compared for, say, Britain, France, and the Netherlands, with respect to the 
drowned, asphyxiated and the prematurely buried. Naturally, this was only one 
small aspect of public health activities in the eighteenth century, but it serves 
as an example of the relationship between administrative procedures, forms of 
‘persuasion’ through education, and ideas of lifesaving as a civic responsibility. 
Even here, control and coercion were just below the surface. 

In looking at the multiplicity of themes subsumed under medical police, I 
found a number of preoccupations which shed light on public health. There 
was a crisis over the efficacy of medicine, which was used as a springboard, 
both to develop new forms of practice and to reform practitioners themselves. 
All this was done on the somewhat hubristic assumption that a large propor- 
tion of ill health was removable, controllable and preventable by conscious 
human action. In this sense public health and medical police were deeply 
indebted to environmental medicine.” There was a specific economic-cum- 
political imperative behind the drive for positive health for the collectivity. In 
mercantilist logic, people were wealth; more people, especially healthy ones, 
generate more wealth. It was an easy step to make the healthy body into an 
icon; freedom. from debilitating ills was as important as social responsibility 
and political rights, even a precondition for them. But the treatment of the 
people, the population, as a homogeneous entity was not entirely satisfactory, 
and the process of breaking it down into fractions with specific health charac- 
teristics was evidently taking place during the late eighteenth and early nine- 
teenth centuries, and was indeed a significant part of what I have referred to 
as ‘lifestyle’ medicine. I noted a concomitant shift from quantity of population 
to the durability of the working population as the index of the people’s health 
and guide to the forms of policing required. Policing public health was, I would 
argue, integral to the broader transition from political arithmetic to political 
economy. 


39. Jordanova, 1979/1997 and Riley, 1987. 
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PART ITI 


FAMILY VALUES 


It is hard to think of any aspect of eighteenth-century culture where an interest 
in the family did not manifest itself. While it is immediately evident that 
philanthropists, demographers, lawyers and poor-relief administrators had to 
deal with familial issues, and that the eighteenth-century novel took its central 
themes from domestic life, it is less clear precisely how medical and natural know- 
ledge were concerned with the family. It 1s the purpose of the essays in Part 3 
to show how this could work. ‘Family’ is an ambiguous term, not just because 
what counts as ‘family’ at any given historical moment is underdetermined, but 
also because it functions in a number of distinct ways. It was simultaneously 
a metaphor, a legal category, and a means of classifying people. Family and 
household, while closely related in the period, were not identical. My interest 
is not in co-residence, but in intertwined ideas of kinship and gender. More 
particularly, I examine how kin relations were rooted in nature. Indeed, the 
family was freshly and urgently naturalised in the eighteenth century. Its con- 
stituent relationships were not construed in terms of genetic endowment, but 
in much looser terms of affinity and invested with intense emotionality. In 
practice, there were many such relationships, and, given high levels of mortality, 
the legal and emotional complexities of serial marriages and stepchildren could 
be formidable. In the sources I have examined, however, such issues were 
marginal; instead they focused on two types of relationship — between man/ 
father/husband and woman/mother/wife, and between parents, especially 
mothers, and their children. Such relationships were paradigmatic — they seemed 
the most ‘natural’, the most important in terms of health and survival, and the 
most piercingly intimate. It was possible to oscillate, when writing about the 
family, between the particular and the abstract, between specific relationships 
and nature’s norms. I use the term ‘kinship’ to stress abstract thinking about the 
family, but I intend it to evoke, not so much the social practices through which 
relationships were managed, as the system, the implicit framework, through 
which intimate affinities were understood. It is immediately apparent that these 
are matters of classification — kinship is a taxonomic system. Reciprocally, the 
terms in which animals, plants and minerals were classified in the eighteenth 
century owed much to thinking about the family and human reproduction. 
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Once again the chapters that make up Part 3 have much in common, al- 
though originally conceived within distinct problematics. ‘Naturalising the Family’ 
was written with the relationships between science and literature in mind. It 
explores the ways in which reproduction and sexuality were linked, often in a 
euphoric literary style, in both scientific and fictional writings. It hints at the 
existence of a dynamic between a naturalistic view of the family and one that 
gives more weight to what I would call its sacred aspects — a theme taken up 
in the final chapter. ‘Gender, Generation and Science’ explores in more detail 
one particular naturalistic vision of reproduction, that of William Hunter. I 
offer an interpretation of his images of pregnancy in terms of contemporary 
ideas of mother—child relationships. The immediate inspiration for this chapter 
was the growth of interest in eighteenth-century medicine as a social and cul- 
tural phenomenon. | return to William Hunter and his brother John in the final 
essay of the book, “Cultures of Kinship’. This was written specifically in order 
to reveal the possibilities of a cultural history that cast its net wide in terms of 
sources and ideas. | wanted to show something of how people thought and felt 
about kinship, to evoke its capacity to mobilise the most complex and raw 
responses, without neglecting its intellectual dimensions. 

It is easy to be dismissive of the sentimentalism connected with the family, 
just as it is to despise the mobilisation of ‘family values’ for political ends. To 
succumb to either temptation is an abdication of the historian’s responsibility 
to her materials. I have tried to offer a sympathetic, but not uncritical account 
of representations of the family, whether these were presented as authoritative 
knowledge, as entertainment or as aids to meditation and reflection. 


162 


CHAPTER TEN 


Naturalising the Family: Literature 
and the Bio-medical Sciences of the 
Late Eighteenth Century 


Family, gender and sexuality are themes common to eighteenth-century science 
and literature. The bio-medical sciences were concerned with reproduction and 
gender as natural phenomena to be explored along with other facts of nature. 
At the same time, bio-medical writings on these themes may be understood as 
a literary tradition in that they drew on a specific fund of writing styles, images 
and metaphors. Elements of this discourse were used in novels, as well as in 
philosophical and political writings. In this sense we may speak in general of 
shared cultural resources, and more specifically of a language of nature, which 
achieved its force partly because it raised important social questions about the 
family as a natural moral unit. Eighteenth-century literary traditions in general 
wete marked by a special interest in the world of nature, often as the mirror 
of human feeling, a source of moral norms of as an escape from society, and 
in the world of kinship, where love and intimacy could be expressed within the 
legitimate bounds of the family. Equally, they explored what was unstable and 
disturbing in both nature and the family. This chapter examines issues around 
family, gender and sexuality that were present in both ‘science’ and ‘literature’, 
paying particular attention to their implications for the relations between the 
domain of nature and that of culture and society.’ 

Referring to a set of particular literary, medical and scientific interests in late 
eighteenth-century France, I am concerned with a range of historically specific 
factors: the definition of human sexuality in scientific-cum-medical terms, and 
the preoccupation with the family as a biological and social unit — a privileged 
zone of life. When eighteenth-century commentators discussed such matters as 
pregnancy, childbirth and adolescence, they did so with a lively realisation of 
their dual physiological and social character. Furthermore, physiological pro- 
cesses were tools with which social events could be explored, and may therefore 
be said to stand in a mediating relationship to them. The preoccupation — one 
might almost say obsession — with reproduction makes little sense in isolation 


1. The field of science and literature has grown exponentially in the last fifteen years. My own approach 
has been greatly influenced by the work of Gillian Beer. For recent surveys see Olby ef a/., 1990, ch. 9 (by 
Golinski), ch. 51 (by Beer), and Bynum and Porter, 1993a, ch. 65 (by Neve). A valuable collection of Beer’s 
essays appeared in 1996. 
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from the institution which gave it meaning (and a legal framework) — the 
family. There can be no doubt about the widespread interest among late 
eighteenth-century writers in the family, both as idea and as lived experience.’ 
In relation to languages of nature, the crucial point is that in the family we have 
an idea which is at once natural and social. It was such an integral element of 
human existence that its value as a subject of study could scarcely be disputed. 
Furthermore, it could be treated in a variety of ways: by painters, writers, 
lawyers, political theorists, economists, administrators, churchmen, medical prac- 
titioners and politicians. In the literature and art of the period, both idealised 
and problematic relationships between family members featured so prominently 
that their significance cannot be denied.’ Historians of science and medicine 
have been less willing than cultural historians to admit that here, where the social 
and biological met, a language of nature, ripe for analysis, existed. To decipher 
such a language in the context of eighteenth-century images of the family is to 
do more than illuminate an aspect of culture shared by the humanities and the 
sciences, as we now think of them: it is to perceive the mediation of social relations. 

This language of nature was strongly dichotomous in character in that it 
drew on related pairs of opposite terms as its structuring concepts.” These 
potent, metaphorically-rich binaries were, in the end, ideas, used for doing 
cultural business, not descriptions of the social complexities of the eighteenth 
century. Nowhere was this feature more marked than in writings on the family 
and sexuality — male/female is such a powerfully evocative opposition.’ I refer 
to a number of such pairs: 


female male 

nature culture/society 
private public 

family society 

inside (interior) outside 

body mind 

passion (feeling) reason 


The dichotomous approach can be illustrated by the treatise on Phystognomy, first 
published in 1775-78, by the Swiss pastor Lavater, in which he drew up a series 
of paired characteristics designed to evoke the differences between the sexes. 


Man is mote solid; woman is softer. 

Man is straighter; woman is more supple. 

Man walks with a firm step; woman with a soft and light one. 
Man contemplates and observes; woman looks and feels.’ 


2. Flandrin, 1979; Forster and Ranum, 1976; Traer, 1980; Jacobs ef a/, 1979; Foucault, 1979; McLaren, 
1973-74; Edmiston, 1985; Charlton, 1984; Hunt, 1992. O’Day, 1994 offers a comparative perspective. 

3. Bryson, 1981; Duncan, 1973, 1981; Hautecceur, 1945; Edmiston, 1985; Goodden, 1989; Chariton, 1984. 

4, Williams, 1975, 1983; Jordanova, 1989a; Elshtain, 1981; Castiglione and Sharpe, 1995; MacCormack 
and Strathern, 1980. 

5. In addition to the works cited above, Maclean, 1980 provides useful background. 

6. Lavater, 1841, p. 172; for some recent approaches to physiognomy see Shookman, 1993. 
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These images of masculinity and femininity pervaded medical and scientific 
writings, and enabled a holistic view of the human body to be built up. Fur- 
thermore, the overlap between these pairs produced a language which incess- 
antly evoked associations, so that to speak of women, for example, was to 
suggest the realm of private domesticity; one pair stood for and represented 
the others. It would be a mistake to construe these pairs as static, with stable 
meanings: on the contrary, sometimes, as in Lavater, there was a continuum, 
not a mutually exclusive relationship, between the terms. Similarly, whereas 
female was often related to unmediated nature, as in the power to reproduce, 
male could also be so related as in its association with brute sexual desire. In 
these ways a set of complex changing images was built up which both con- 
strained and expressed tension and contradiction. 

Scientific and medical writings are composed of clusters of images and 
packages of ideas. The importance of textual analysis is increasingly being 
recognised as a way of unpacking these clusters. It is equally important to 
consider items of culture as entities, where all their elements — style, language, 
medium and so on — are working together. The approach, which involves treat- 
ing cultural products as integrated wholes, may be applied to any kind of writ- 
ing or art. The example of visual culture is a particularly appropriate one, for 
it alerts us to the importance of ‘ways of seeing’, to their capacity to restructure, 
that is, to re-present ideas, experiences and social conditions. In doing so world- 
views and ideologies are given expression.’ The language of late eighteenth- 
century writings in the bio-medical sciences was significant in three respects: 
first, it employed terms with both common-sense and technical meanings and 
thereby exploited the imaginative associations they gave rise to; second, there 
was a deliberate attempt to formulate a common language for mind and body 
so that different levels of organic complexity could be dealt with in the same 
explanatory framework; and, finally, there was a growing desire to give notions 
previously construed as descriptions of stable, physical characters a physiolo- 
gical meaning, reflecting constantly changing internal biological processes. 
A vocabulary of vital action became necessary which stressed motion, dynam- 
ism, process and change; all these fundamental features of nature demanded 
expression.” 

Take the common eighteenth-century notion of ‘habit’, for example. This 
concept was of growing importance in the biology and medicine of the period. 
Standing at the borderline of mind and body, habit expressed common 
experience, and conveyed the idea of organisms as products of their own life 
histories. It represented the possibility of behavioural responses to stimuli being 
incorporated into the physical make-up of living things. For the biologist 


7. Berger, 1972, 1980; Bryson, 1981; Williams, 1975, 1983. Michael Baxandall’s approach to visual culture 
is exceptionally generative: 1985; 1988 (first published 1972); 1995. 

8. Charlton, 1984 covers many of the themes of this chapter from a different historiographical perspect- 
ive. Useful background on eighteenth-century scientific developments may be found in Roger, 1963/1993; 
Olby e¢ af, 1990, ch. 19 (by Sloan); Hankins, 1985; Reill and Wuson, 1996, especially the entries for Gen- 
eration and Vitalism. I find the use of the term ‘vitalism’ problematic, and Reill and Wilson define it rather 
strictly, nonetheless, many historians have noted a shift in the second half of the eighteenth century towards 
an interest in life as active and in the distinctiveness of organic phenomena. Cf. Williams, 1994. 
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Lamarck, habit expressed the active relationship between plants and animals 
and their environment. It explained the characteristics both of individuals and 
of species as they developed during the long history of the natural world.’ A 
similar argument can be applied to terms like ‘temperament’, ‘constitution’ and 
‘sensibility’, which were linked in having habit as one of their major sources. 
The distinctive skeletons and musculature of the sexes, the physician Cabanis 
explained, arise from use and habit and not from rigid, determining structures. 
Feminine sensibility derived, therefore, from the general habits of women, 
while it in turn influenced the broad parameters of women’s lives.'” The focus 
was increasingly on the analysis of internal physiological processses. This search 
for deeper knowledge may be understood both literally and metaphorically, 
since the most inaccessible areas of the body and those organic processes that 
were hardest to observe claimed greater attention. There was a special allure 
exercised by the idea of comprehending the previously unseen. 

The concern with the recesses of the living body carried levels of meaning 
beyond the explicit claim of physiology to be a new and more sophisticated 
bio-medical perspective. Those studying the interiors of organisms paid par- 
ticular attention to the female form and its generative powers, thereby raising 
cultural, social, political and economic questions. But these resonances can 
only be reconstructed if we accept the full symbolic load carried by the human, 
and particularly by the female body. The connections between different 
realms of social life were imaginative, as much as anything. Analysing mediations 
therefore entails revealing the metaphors on which they were built and their 
employment in a particular cultural setting. In investigating the reasons for 
the prominence of reproduction and sexuality in many different forms of 
eighteenth-century writings, literary and visual materials are particularly valu- 
able. They may, for example, contain elements ‘censored’ from scientific and 
medical writings, either consciously or unconsciously, and for a variety of reasons. 
While we acknowledge the fundamental structural affinities between science 
and literature, it is nonetheless also the case that the rationalistic conventions 
of Enlightenment thought adhered to by many natural philosophers allowed 
fewer open spaces for tensions and unresolved problems than did fiction and 
poetry of the same period. This does not mean that late eighteenth-century 
science and medicine evaded the ambiguous and intractable aspects of the 
world, but rather that, in expressing their ideas in written form, natural philo- 
sophers strove extremely hard to manage and dominate their materials — a 
project in which they were, inevitably, only partially successful. 

{ shall explore the use of natural imagery in eighteenth-century writings 
on the family and reproduction by discussing works of fiction such as Paul e¢ 
Virginie (1788) by Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, and Les Lazsons dangereuses (1782) 
by Choderlos de Laclos, and medical writings such as Rapports du Physique et du 


9, Lamarck, 1809, vol. 1, ch. vii; fordanova, 1984a, pp. 54-6. For a more literary approach to sensibility 
see Brookner, 1972, chs 1-3; Rogers, 1986; Goodden, 1989; cf. Benjamin, 1991. Webster, 1970 has a helpful 
definition of sensibility from the perspective of someone who was not only around at the time but intensely 
interested in science and medicine — see note 38 below. 


10. Cabanis, 1956, vol. 1, pp. 272-315; Tissot, 1772. 
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Moral de ’ Homme (1802) by the medical practitioner Cabanis, with its lengthy 
analysis of female physiology. 

A major impulse towards a naturalistic study of sexuality and the family 
came from that characteristic eighteenth-century project, the application of 
scientific techniques to all aspects of human existence to create a ‘science of 
man’."’ The science of man took many forms, but two questions with which this 
chapter is concerned were invariably present. First, there was the issue of the 
male and female forms of ‘man’ — a curiously abstract notion which belies 
the insistent exploration of sex differences. Second, there was the question of 
the relationship between individuals and groups, at a given moment in time and 
ovet human history. The passage from the state of nature to society, whether 
historical or metaphorical, was undoubtedly problematic. Making the simple 
assumption that people were, by definition, social beings was hardly totally 
satisfying, given the huge variety of cultures that were known to and actively 
being examined by Enlightenment writers. There was too much wrong with 
some societies for them to be identified simply with ‘nature’, while the ‘natural’ 
vittues of individuals were rarely rewarded in so-called civilised environments. 
In discussions about the history of human development, about social organ- 
isation, and about the relationships between individuals and groups, the family 
occupied a pivotal position — it was there that individuals became social. ‘The 
idea that the family could be taken as a prototype and microcosm of society as 
a whole was widely held and extremely attractive. By virtue of gender differ- 
ences and reproduction, the family was rooted in nature, and so was constructed 
as a legitimate foundation for the sexual division of labour and the separation 
between public and private life.’* Commentators used the family as a natural- 
cum-social object to explore a wide range of issues.'” The very inseparability of 
its natural and social aspects is fundamental. Furthermore, in speaking about 
the family, the gendered nature of parental authority, and the obligations and 
duties between spouses, were widely debated. Hence, an examination of late 
eighteenth-century writings on family and sexuality, be they political, fictional, 
medical or scientific, reveals in the language of nature a discourse about power. 

The naturalness of the family revolved around two sets of relationships: 
those between man and woman, and those between parent and child. While 
some writers discussed relations between siblings, this was usually to make a 
specific point, to which I shall return shortly. Of all possible combinations, the 
bond between mother and child held a special place as both the most basic 
biological and the most significant social relationship. This took the form of a 
vast literature on pregnancy, childbirth, infanticide, breast-feeding, wet-nursing, 
swaddling and illegitimacy.'* Such writings did not necessarily take the precise 
nature of maternity for granted, however. The medical practitioner William 


11. Bryson, 1968; Phillipson, 1981; Staum, 1974 and 1980; Fox ef a/, 1995. 

12. Okin, 1980; Elshtain, 1981 and 1982; Castiglione and Sharpe, 1995, esp. chs 4, 5 and 6. 

13. Diderot is a wonderful example of the point: e.g. Edmiston, 1985 and Greuze ¢e Diderot, 1984. 

14. Indications of these literatures may be found in Knibiehler, 1976; Forster and Ranum, 1980; Jackson, 
1996; Laqueur, 1990, esp. ch. 5; Wilson, 1995, as well as in the Wellcome Library in London, which can be 
searched by keywords. Much of the popular medical literature of the eighteenth century related to these 
issues, e.g, Porter, 1992. 


167 


NATURE DISPLAYED: FAMILY VALUES 


Cadogan was not alone in aiming in his Essay on Nursing (1748) to delineate a 
more active and significant role for the father in the process of childrearing. 
The respective contributions and responsibilities of mothers and fathers to 
their children were not rigid and fixed, but subject to continual re-evaluation. 

The fact remains that it was the mother’s relationship to her child, a symbol 
of the synthesis of nature and society, which dominated much writing in late 
eighteenth-century France. The intensity of the relationship began during 
pregnancy, and was expressed in terms of ‘sympathy’, an idea of exceptional 
richness, which in this period was employed in a number of new ways, adding 
significant levels of meaning to its originally medical connotation of two parts 
of the body affecting each other.”” 


The Mother gives the first Impression or Impulse to the Child, from Whence it 1s 
returned with greater Force, by the natural mutual Sympathy and Communication 
between two equal Sufferers.’® 


The special sympathy between mother and child could not be explained in 
mechanical terms. [t was, on the contrary, a physiological and hence an organic 
relationship.'’ The physiological language, which alone was appropriate for its 
discussion, contained psychological and social dimensions, precisely because it 
was a language of life, a vocabulary which conveyed the qualities only the living 
possessed. Extending the argument about maternal sympathy, Cabanis, doctor 
and zdéologue, argued that only women possess the refined and delicate responses 
necessaty for the care of vulnerable infants. For him, maternal love was based. 
in the sensibility which is specific to the female sex. There were degrees of 
sympathy — that between mother and foetus was even more intense than that 
between mother and baby. There were several levels and types of sympathy — 
between different parts of the same physiological system, between different 
areas of the body — and it was manifested in different degrees according to age, 
sex and the part in question." 

Sympathy and sensibility were closely linked. For Cabanis, sensibility lay 
at the heart of life itself. It was the closest it was possible to get to a vital 
ptinciple, but it could only be studied through its effects since its ultimate 
cause was unknowable.’” Sensibility explained all aspects of life including 
human intelligence. Its seat was the brain and nervous system through which 
all the organs and muscles were connected, providing a physical basis for 
sympathy. But sensibility was not a passive organic property, it was an active 
faculty which acted through the brain on sensations and impressions received 
by the senses. Sensibility was thus central to the late eighteenth-century project 
of developing a science of life.” 


15. French, 1969, chs 4 and 7; Lawrence, 1979; Marshall, 1988. 

16. Morgan, 1735, pp. 220-1, ts typical of the period. 

17. For this reason, the placenta, the organ where mother and child met, was of special interest, as 
discussed in Chapter 12. 

18. Cabanis, 1956, vol. 1, pp. 275, 280, 295, 305. 

19. Ibid., pp. 195-6, 198, 539-40; vol. 2, pp. 266-7, 291-2, 496-7, 498-9. 

20. Figlio, 1975 and 1976; Corsi, 1988; Roger 1963/1993; Wilhams, 1994. 
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Sensibility varied with age, sex and behaviour. Woman’s distinctive sensibil- 
ity was lively but unstable. Together with female weakness by comparison 
with men, the sensibility of women served to captivate the male sex. Man had 
a different but complementary sensibility which, moreover, served a larger 
goal: the maintenance of morality. Furthermore, Cabanis explained: ‘All civil 
societies invariably have as their. foundation, and equally necessary for their 
regulation, the primitive society which is the family.’ Society, morality and civil- 
isation all rested upon the union of two opposite elements, male and female, 
both part of nature, yet finely adapted to their moral functions and social goals, 
which were expressed through the family. 

In sexual reproduction, eighteenth-century writers found a convenient 
combination of biological, moral and social elements. Cabanis summarised 
the distinctive features of human gestation to which the key was the special 
nature of the uterus with its highly developed sensibility. The peak of sensibility 
reached by the womb during pregnancy served to stimulate the growth of the 
embryo, and constituted the ability to pass on life. Unlike other species, human 
babies were not capable of surviving unaided, hence the need for parental 
care, which women alone could provide by virtue of their physiological 
delicacy and associated psychological traits.” These characteristics determined 
the sorts of work to which the female sex was generally best suited: sedentary, 
requiring no muscular force, but demanding fine skills and preferably working 
on small objects.” In Cabanis’s view they were emphatically not to do brain 
work. 

In his Rapports du Physique et du Moral de / Homme, Cabanis moved easily from 
anatomical through physiological and psychological considerations and on to 
moral and social ones, aided by concepts like sensibility on the one hand, and 
by his broad conception of sexuality on the other. From the science of man, 
he was led on to the dual study of sex differences and social institutions, 
employing in the process powerful images of femininity and masculinity. But 
in the fifth section, which dealt with ‘the influence of sex on the nature of ideas 
and on moral feelings’, the two sexes were not treated with equal attention or 
in similar detail.- This part was, in fact, almost exclusively devoted to women, 
as if sex were more fundamental to female physiology than to male, and the 
feminine a deviation from a male norm. The use of dichotomies and metaphor 
was central to the arguments he developed about the importance of sexuality. 
He associated women with the inside of the home, the care of children and 
distance from danger, with modesty, and with weakness, timidity and secretive- 
ness. Masculinity, by contrast, was associated with public debate, politics, rea- 
son, forceful energetic personalities, and with strength, daring, enterprise, hard 
work and the desire to dominate nature. 


21. Cabanis, 1956, vol. 1, p. 293. 

22. Ibid., pp. 272, 291-2, 295, 305. 

23. Ibid., vol. 1, pp. 278-9. 

24. Ibid., p. 298; L. Wilson, 1993 concerns the ‘maladies des femmes’ debates: esp. ch. 4 is interesting 
on the degree to which women could exercise intellectual authority. 

25. Cabanis, 1956, vol. 1, pp. 272-315. 
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The specialness of the mother as the embodiment of femininity is vividly 
illustrated in Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Pau/ et Virginie, an extraordinarily popular 
sentimental novel, written by a man with a strong interest in natural history, 
which idealises the moral goodness of nature. Paul and Virginie are brought 
up on lush Martinique by their mothers, neither of whom has a husband, to 
become admirable human beings. Their mothers, from very different social 
backgrounds, are both presented as founts of natural, innate wisdom. It ts their 
destiny to convey simple virtues to their children. Fathers, by implication, are 
entirely dispensable: the principal role men play in the book is that of mediator 
between the new moral micro-society in which Paul and Virginie live with their 
mothers and servants, and the old world, the awcen régime of deceit, luxury, 
artificiality and sorrow. The arbitrary use of power in corrupt Europe had 
destroyed the simple happiness of human beings, and particularly of these 
women. The rewards they have in their new lives are linked, not only with their 
virtue, but with their exotic environment. Bernardin was tapping into a particu- 
lar curiosity about the family and sexuality in such settings.” 

Bernardin de Saint-Pierre places the mother/child dyad at centre stage. 
Both children enjoy exceptionally intense closeness with their mothers. Great 
importance is also attached to the relationship between the two children, 
described as that between brother and sister — they shared the breast milk of 
both women — although they are not, of course, biologically related. This 
natural bonding between children was given a political inflection by Mary 
Wollstonecraft in her Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), when she sug- 
gested that true equality had its origins and its prototype in the mutual respect 
and love of siblings.*’ Comradeship began with real brothers and sisters; the 
family was the school for equality and political responsibility. 

Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s micro-society has an interesting family structure: 


adults/parents mother - mother 


| | 
children/siblings daughter + son 
| | 


| | 
wife/mother + husband / father 


a transition which is 
anticipated but not 
realised in the book 


There is sufficient ambiguity in the relationship between Paul and Virginie to 
raise, in the modern reader’s mind at least, the question of incest. In Bernardin’s 
ideal society, mother/child relationships are characterised by maternal sacrifice 
and transmission of the gift of natural virtue. Those between ‘siblings’ display 
sharing, identification and sympathy. We never see a full sexual relationship 


26. Charlton, 1984, ch. 6, Outram, 1995, ch. 5; inevitably Diderot was a prime example of the trend; the 
best short introduction remains France, 1983. 

27. Wollstonecraft, 1975, pp. 86, 113, 129, 279. It should be noted that Wollstonecraft, who was a 
novelist as well as being steeped in natural philosophy, discusses many of the key concepts of this chapter 
— habit, sympathy, sensibility, motherhood, the distinction between public and private, for instance, deftly 
manipulating a number of gendered dualisms to make her points. Cf. Hunt, 1992, ch. 3. 
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between a man and a woman, for the story does not permit the love between 
Paul and Virginie to be consummated, and their mothers lead virtuous, celibate 
lives. However, despite the tragedy of thwarted love, Virginie’s death is in its 
own way an erotic climax. 

Bernardin presents the story as a true one, and so, by implication, an 
account of a way of life which is in principle attainable. His treatment of the 
physical environment is integral to the plan. The goodness of the micro-society 
detives partly from its environment: a natural world which ts exceptionally 
fecund, beautiful, and relatively free from human intrusion. Although guided 
by natural theology, and containing an unconcealed idealisation of a ‘natural’ 
society, Paul et Virginie contains a dramatic disruption. That the perfect equilib- 
rium should be shattered is unavoidable, even satura/, not just for the sake of 
an exciting plot, but for the simple reason that children grow up. And growing 
up means awakening sexuality. Or, to put the same point differently, within 
traditional narratives one cannot stay in the garden of Eden forever. Woman 
not man precipitated that particular expulsion. Bernardin implies, however, 
that in an ideal world, Virginie’s expulsion would never have happened; she 
was, after all, completely innocent (see plate 18, p. 172). 

In Paul et Virginie, Virginie’s sexuality is the decisive disruption, both because 
she reaches sexual maturity first, and because the potential consequences of her 
desires — pregnancy — make her more vulnerable than Paul. Prompted by such 
fears, her mother sends her back to France. Her visit proving a failure, Virginie 
returns to her tropical paradise only to be drowned in a storm on the way back 
because she tefuses to remove her clothes and swim to safety with a naked 
sailor. Her death is caused by her modesty, the quintessentially ‘natural’ female 
virtue.” The changes of puberty were taking place before she left the island, 
but she was unable to understand what was happening. Her transformation 
from child to woman is expressed through images of variation, crisis, instability 
and unpredictability, manifest in mind, body and the physical environment. 
The picture of awakening sexuality is identical to that found in any number of 
contemporary scientific and medical treatises. For example, Cabanis character- 
ised puberty as a “general commotion’, ‘a general change of all human exist- 
ence’, which demonstrated the effect of the reproductive organs, whose highly 
developed sensibility set up sympathetic responses in other parts of the body 
through the fluids they secreted and through the nervous system.” The im- 
portant point is that the ‘natural’ passage from childhood to adulthood, which 
physiological changes inevitably produced, is a cause of disruption and conflict 
as well as a crucial part of human and social continuity. 

Bernardin’s treatment of adolescence, and his refusal to allow the story to 
natrate Virginie’s successful attainment of full womanhood, raises the question 
of how growing up was conceptualised and socially marked. Was it by auto- 
nomy from parental control, by entry into the market-place if socially appro- 
priate, by marriage, by becoming sexually active, or by the birth of children? 


28. Robinson, 1982. On Paul et Virginie, see also Goodden, 1989, Charlton, 1984; and Hunt, 1992, esp. 
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PLATE 18. Jean-Baptiste Greuze, Innocence, 1790s, ot! on panel. Reproduced by Permission 
of the Trustees of the Wallace Collection, London. The girl’s large eyes, skimpy clothing and 
intermediate state between childhood and adulthood indicate how a female figure could be 
simultaneously pure and erotically suggestive. 


Something of all of these was involved, linked as they were by prevailing ideas 
about sexuality and family. Indeed, by stressing the sexual dimension of ado- 
lescence, Bernardin implied the related changes in marital status and fertility, 
with their economic implications. Adolescence, the in-between state, was deeply 
threatening. For example, concern about illegitimacy frequently focused on 
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young girls living away from home, working as servants and craving the com- 
fort of a stable relationship, yet lacking the guiding discipline of parents to 
steer them into a correct marriage.” Similarly, the premature apprenticeship of 
young children was offensive to many people who feared that seduction and 
exploitation were the inevitable consequences; sexual and economic vulner- 
ability went hand in hand, the twin sequelae of lack of parental control.”' 
No matter how attaining adulthood was envisaged, a link was made between 
sexuality and growth — sex develops, and thus was not seen as a fixed essence 
but as a dynamic biological process whose natural history could be described.” 

Sexuality had two meanings which were in tension. It had a positive sense 
if construed as the impulse to procreate responsibly, portrayed in the almost 
erotic intimacy of mothers and children in paintings from the second half of 
the eighteenth century.” It was seen more negatively if sexual expression was 
premature, illicit, excessive, or simply for carnal gratification. Although in theory 
this applied equally to men and women, surfeit of passion or voluptuousness 
was stereotypically associated with feminine weakness. The sense that sexu- 
ality disrupts, exploits, is open to both sexes and highly dangerous unless 
disciplined, is explored by Laclos in Les Liaisons dangereuses.” He portrays an 
exceedingly clever woman, the Marquise de Merteuil, who, being a widow 
unhampered by husband, children or fear of pregnancy, is capable of playing 
the power games of the bedroom — a monstrous creature. 

Laclos constructs the book as a series of letters, and, like Bernardin de Saint- 
Pierre, he strives to create the illusion of veracity. The epistolary form gives the 
impression that convention and custom are exceedingly artificial, for the letters 
show how, beneath the surface, people seek power over others. Life is depicted 
as a manipulative game akin to the military strategies with which Laclos was 
familiar; people are rarely what they appear to be, since, in order to play the 
game, appearance must mask reality. Human beings are not motivated by pas- 
sion of true feeling, but by the idea of victory; hence, they do not experience 
loving and living directly, but instead they take pleasure from the power they 
hold over others. Individuals are caught in webs of intrigue. Women are just as 
good at the games as men, maybe even better. Laclos certainly does not depict 
all human beings as equally corrupt, only potentially so. This is because of the 
sheer strength of human sexuality. Laclos claimed his book was a moral tale, 
designed to instruct mothers in particular of the consequences of excessively 
liberal attitudes towards children. But by virtue of its capacity to explore the 
nature of human sexuality, as game and intrigue, as duty, and as natural passion, 
it is profoundly unsettling — now as then. 

The power of Les Latsons dangereuses derives from the perfect matching of 
the two main protagonists, a man, the Vicomte de Valmont, and a woman, the 


30. Spacks, 1978; Shorter, 1976; Fairchilds, 1978. 
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33. Duncan, 1973; Chapter 11 explores a particular visual rendering of the intimacy between mother and 
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Marquise de Merteuil, who plot the downfall of others by sexual means and 
who ate equally capable of playing the game of life — a game which ends with 
disaster for them both.” They also both stand outside the normal family struc- 
tures, which should serve as a moral framework. Laclos shows what happens 
when the two interacting elements of authority and obedience are lacking, The 
young girl, Cécile Volanges, whose virtue is at stake, has no father, only a naive 
mother. Nor, recasting the argument at another level, does reason prevail over 
the passions, for people, even exemplary ones like the Présidente de Tourvel, 
do succumb to their sexual desires — the forces which, although natural, sow 
the seeds of disorder. However ‘bad’ the seducer Valmont is, his female equiva- 
lent, the Marquise, is presented as worse and is seen as such by other characters 
in the novel. Laclos implies that (male) authority is required to check 
(feminine/sexual) disorder. Yet he does not seem to be arguing for absolute 
(male) rule and passive (female) obedience, but for a coherently organised 
society rooted in a particular kind of family. 

Laclos portrays a society somehow adrift, but he could hardly be said to 
approve of such a situation, despite what early critics of the work claimed. In 
fact, he shows an intuitive reluctance to believe in the possibility of a truly 
moral society emerging from human nature. Sexuality appears to him so poten- 
tially dangerous and subversive that there have to be rules to constrain its 
(ab)use, which will restore the proper social distinctions between husbands 
and wives, parents and children, men and women. Families, like society, require 
a framework of discipline, something which Les /aisons dangereuses shows 
mothers alone to be unable to provide. The very absence of male authority 
figures in the novel is the most powerful argument for their social importance. 
The lack of strong men indicates not Laclos’s idealisation of motherhood, but 
his conviction that fathers (and husbands) are vital. Sexuality, then, might be 
a powerful natural force — Laclos’s descriptions of the Présidente’s emotional 
reactions to Valmont suggest as much — yet it needs to be tempered by a 
framework, the family, which bridges the natural and the social. 

Like the remarkable works of the Marquis de Sade, we must understand 
Laclos’s book as an inversion of dominant ideology. When he shows men and 
women equally playing the power games of sex, he is in fact supporting a 
radical demarcation between the sexes of the kind found in Cabanis. Exagger- 
ating the luxury of the rich and idle which Laclos, like many of his contem- 
poraries, associated with the Parisian court aristocracy, he portrays a society 
which is the precise opposite of the one he himself wished to see. While de 
Sade uses some of the same techniques, this is clearly to argue a different case. 
What these writers have in common, however, must not be lost sight of: namely 
that sexuality, however ‘natural’, is a powerfully disruptive force at the heart of 
social relations. 

While sexuality and adolescence, despite being natural phenomena, seemed 
threatening forces in late eighteenth-century culture, the responses to their 


35. This point is precisely the one addressed in the split images discussed in Chapter 2. By putting a male 
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presence in men and women were radically different. In placing Virginie, her 
rise to sexual maturity, and her virginal death at the centre of his book, Bernardin 
de Saint-Pierre evoked a special association between the female body and the 
living organism capable of reproducing itself. At one level this was simply the 
recognition of the distinctively female contribution to procreation: pregnancy 
and suckling. The theme of generation was at the core of the life sciences dut- 
ing the eighteenth century.”’ Just as the ‘sexuality’ and reproductive organs of 
plants elicited enormous interest, so did hermaphrodites and monsters, as well 
as healthy human reproductive systems, all of which were to be catalogued, 
described, classified and depicted. Women were the carriers and givers of life, 
and, as a result, a pregnant woman was both the quintessence of life and an 
erotic object.*’ This is, of course, quite consistent with an emphasis on the 
heightened sensibility of women and their wombs, for sensibility was a funda- 
mental organic property. 

A better understanding of the identification of femininity with life can be 
achieved if the significance of the concept of life itself is considered.** In the 
late eighteenth century, life was commonly associated with activity and plastic- 
ity, with the adaptive powers of organisms to respond to the environment, and 
with organisation, that is, the structural complexity of a living being, a con- 
cept used to explain the special properties of animals and plants. Life was a 
notion of synthesis, system and fusion. Appropriately enough, it sustained an 
approach to sexuality which stressed, not the reproductive organs or genitals, 
but the whole organism. Every fibre of a female body carried femininity within 
it — a femininity which was acquired by custom and habit. Furthermore, this 
total femaleness was adapted to specific biological and social purposes; it fulfilled 
a social role. This perspective can be termed ‘organicist’ in that it stressed the 
whole co-ordinated organism, which then became a model for other entities, 
such as human societies.” A rigid demarcation between mind and body thus 
made no sense, since the organism was one integrated whole. Hence, clearly, 
the moral and the social emerged out of the natural organisation of living 
matter. Life, then, was a fertile concept. If we think for a moment of some of 
its associations, its cultural significance can be brought into sharper focus: life 
blood, life science, life style, life history, life and death. Living phenomena were 
systematically explored, for example, by correlating behaviour with health, by 
tracing life events as they affected the body, by comparing similar organisms in 
different environments. All manner of social relationships were integral to 
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an understanding of living phenomena because of the dialectical relationship 
between the living being and its conditions of existence.” 

Since it was not reproductive organs alone which made men and women 
different, natural philosophers looked elsewhere for the distinction. Organisms 
interacted with their surroundings, giving sexuality a behavioural dimension, in 
that females became full women by doing womanly things, like breast-feeding 
their children; to refuse the task was to denature or unsex oneself, as also 
happened when women took on ‘male’ occupations such as scholarship. Cabanis 
asserted that male and female children were strikingly svwi/ar and concluded 
that sex differences emerge only in the course of development.” As a result, 
the social and psychological environment, including the family, in which an 
individual was nurtured became of paramount importance. Each life history, 
seen from this point of view, was a complex story, and the body bore the signs 
of accumulated experience. One could read a body like a book: it told the story 
which the medical practitioner interpreted and recorded in case notes. Both the 
inside of the body and its general appearance or physiognomy were scrutinised 
for evidence of how the female and the male diverge. This was accomplished 
by, for example, analysing the nervous system, fibres and tissues. The language 
of fibres and tissues is of great interest because it spoke about the unobservable. 
In descriptions of the smallest constituents of women’s bodies, images of soft- 
ness, rotundity, delicacy, feebleness and childishness were used. Their muscles 
wete weak and the female nervous system was possessed of great sensibility, 
and was softer than a man’s. But women were also presented as supple, strong, 
durable and flexible, and their greater life expectancy was adduced as evidence 
of this.” 

Thus the inside of an organism was seen in terms of its sensibility, a term 
which bridged the physical and the moral or mental, and united them in a 
single organic base. Significantly, the febrile feminine sensibility was seen as 
particularly akin to that of children. Although sensibility was rooted in the 
nervous system, the glands were equally important in the physiology of sex. 
Glands, including the testicles and ovaries, powerfully affected all other parts 
of the body through substances they released, changes they prompted in the 
circulatory system beginning in puberty, and their swelling at this time. Glands 
formed a physiological system with sympathetic links between member organs. 
An emphasis on the fine structure of the body went hand in hand with an 
interest in body fluids. The prominent Montpellier physician Barthez claimed 
that women lived longer than men partly because of the rejuvenating effects of 
menstruation.” Spermatic fluid was also deemed to have healthful properties 
for the women who received it, while losing it illegitimately, through sexual 
excess or masturbation, had dire consequences for men.™ Blood was clearly of 
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gteat biological and metaphorical significance. Sex organs affected the rest of 
the body through the circulatory system, inaugurating new directions in blood 
flow during puberty which were accompanied by increased tone of blood 
vessels, more heat, and greater frequency of haemorrhages. Most important 
was the onset of menstruation at the correct time. The blood of women as their 
life force was bizarrely depicted by de Sade in Justine (1791), where an aristocrat 
bled to death a succession of young wives for his erotic satisfaction.” 

Most late eighteenth-century anatomical and physiological accounts assumed 
that reproduction and sexuality were inseparable. The pregnant woman was 
thus an object of desire, for she had attained the peak of femininity. The fusion 
of procreation and sexuality was a consequence of taking the whole, integrated 
organism as the object of study. The particular interest of de Sade’s writings is 
their separation of sexuality and reproduction, one of the most immediately 
shocking of his ideas. Furthermore, he argued that the separation stemmed 
from nature herself.*° Thus he took totally seriously, and sought to theorise, 
what Laclos evoked in a spirit of social criticism. For Sade, women and men 
could indeed be treated equally as vehicles for sexual pleasure. He gave no 
special status to women because of their capacity to bear children — a striking 
contrast to the idealisation and mystification of female biology found in 
scientific and medical writings. De Sade raised quite openly the question of 
infanticide, one of the most highly charged subjects of the period. Infanticide 
could, he implied, be seen as a rational rather than a criminal act. The world, 
he allowed one of his protagonists to assert, is overpopulated anyway, and 
why, he went on to ask, should we bring forth more children to be neglected 
and rejected by parents who lack the economic resources to care for them?”’ 
The argument brutally called into question common assumptions about the 
value of human life. 

As a petceptive critic of his own society, de Sade must be listened to attent- 
ively. Whatever he did or did not advocate in terms of personal conduct, he 
threw into sharp focus a number of important zones of tension. The most 
noteworthy of these were the questions of power and money as they impacted 
upon individual bodies. De Sade showed, in relentless detail, how vulnerability 
to sexual exploitation was connected with poverty and lack of social status. 
By separating sexuality and reproduction, he allowed the possibility that the 
human body, male or female, could be an instrument of pleasure; any part of 
the body could be an erotic zone. It was not the purpose of anatomical parts 
that interested him, but their capacity for sensuality. In abolishing the sanctity 
with which human reproduction had been invested, especially in relation to 
motherhood, he refused to accord any special value to female life-giving 
powers. Women, like men, take and give pleasure. Women, like men, buy, sell, 
trade and steal for the sake of sexual gratification and power. If sex is the 
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ultimate form of power, it is important to recognise that wealth is the principal 
means by which it is achieved. Those who are economically and sexually weak 
will be robbed; the rich can buy or just take whatever pleasures they want. Sex, 
in other words, is a commodity. In fact, de Sade argued, it was already treated 
that way if only the surface veneer were skimmed off. The body, for him, was 
already in the market-place. It was an object bought and sold daily, frequently 
under the guise of institutions like marriage, which supposedly protected and 
cherished human beings while in fact treating them as cattle.” 

Thus, de Sade’s view was the reverse of the medical organicism discussed 
earlier. Where the medical writers saw life, resisting the reduction to the status 
of an object, he saw the reduction already accomplished. Where they revered 
the feminine, he demystified it. Where they treated the human race as a natural 
unit, a biological entity, he perceived its fragmentation into the rich and 
powerful, the poor and weak. ‘The insight that sex was treated as a commodity 
was hardly new with de Sade. Writers on prostitution had noted that sexual 
and economic exploitation went hand in hand.” They generally assumed that 
treating women merely as instruments of sexual pleasure was wrong because 
it prevented them from fulfilling their proper destiny as wives and mothers. 
Furthermore, they implied that whereas there was little inherently wrong 
with men tteating sex as a commodity, there was when women did so. This 
asymmetry in the argument prompts us to ask why it was so important for 
women to be placed in the mystified, sacred role of life-giver. 

Concern with the value of life and of individual lives as impersonal abstrac- 
tions dominated many areas of scientific, medical and philosophical enquiry. 
Some examples were the attempts to produce adequate morbidity and mortal- 
ity statistics, reliable life tables for insurance purposes, and analyses of infant 
mortality.” Here the bare facts of life and death were quantified, and ways 
suggested for improving the quality as well as the quantity of life. Early demo- 
graphic work was an attempt to bridge the public and private domains because 
ageregate population, and:its: profile, was. the concern of the state, even if 
produced by the actions of individuals in their most intimate relationships. An 
individual’s capacity to give life depended on many physiological and anatom- 
ical variables as well as on psychological and social ones. Private, individual 
acts of sex and reproduction had public consequences in the size and health of 
the population and its labouring potential. Quantification was one way of dealing 
with the problem of how to manage human resources. Improving the quality 
of mothering was seen as an important step towards the goal of bettering the 
population. The private behaviour of women as reproductive beings and their 
physiological competence were of great interest to those attempting to develop 
a scientific, quantitative analysis of human life. Each life was assigned a value 
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based on what it could produce: work in the case of men, healthy children in 
the case of women. This value was expressed in numerical terms if life insur- 
ance or membership of friendly societies was involved. In this sense human life 
was already treated as a commodity; the mentality of mercantilism was well 
established.”! 

In seeming contrast, the mentality of the organicist approach was based on 
the assumption that living things were integrated wholes, ensembles of func- 
tions. Such views tended to lead to assertions about the inviolability of life. 
Since the distinctive features of living things did not adhere in any one part of 
them, as they would according to mechanist or dualist presuppositions, but 
were diffused through every fibre of the body, vivisection or ruthless experi- 
mentation raised anxieties, although for many practitioners exhaustive anatom- 
ical dissections were major means of improving natural knowledge. The sacred 
value of 4fe had to be respected. Furthermore, there were degrees of living 
complexity or organisation, with those beings which were most structurally 
elaborate, closest to the peak of life, being given special status. 

This special status was also assigned to women and young children: women 
because they gave life, children because they had recently received it. In them 
the full mystery of life was manifest. One can state this another way by saying 
that women and children became those people it was least acceptable to treat 
as objects or commodities. Life was placed in opposition to commodity. To the 
sets of pairs mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, some more may now 
be added: 


nature society 

women and children men 

life commodity 

sacred | material 

privacy of the home/protection public market-place 


We can now go a stage further and ask about the implicit meanings of such 
dichotomies. The central issue here is the treatment of human life as if it were 
a thing, If we want to understand the special significance of the feminine and 
the infantile as natural categories, we should look at what their mystification 
concealed. A form of social relations which treated persons as objects was 
veiled by a language of nature in which reproduction and sexuality were made 
both natural and sacred via the anatomy and physiology of women. Since the 
language was a predominantly masculine one, it may be understood as a pro- 
jection onto the feminine of something men felt they were actually, or in 
danger of, losing. This ‘something’ was captured and retained by being associ- 
ated with the other — woman and child. The family then became the principal 
occasion for the mingling of these elements, hence the need to stabilise the 
family through the physical presence of women and children within the home 
as symbols of life and personhood. For this reason the apparent violation of 
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children through labour carried a very strong symbolic load. None of this, it 
must be emphasised, was a simple description of lived experience, but a com- 
plex conceptual grid through which that experience was passed, and, in the 
process, transformed. 

One of the most potent expressions of these ideas in the eighteenth cen- 
tury may be found in the writings of Rousseau, especially in Emile (1762). He 
was in fact virtually the only author Cabanis referred to when writing about 
sexuality. Other medical writers concerned with femininity and sexuality, such 
as the Prench physician Pierre Roussel, as well as authors of more convention- 
ally literary works like Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, were similarly indebted to 
Rousseau.” Rousseau spawned a literary and ideological tradition, seductive for 
its capacity to draw together political, personal and scientific elements, and 
with a strong aesthetic dimension. This tradition was highly compatible with 
the approaches to natural history at the Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle 
(formerly the Jardin du Roi) in Paris, with which Bernardin was briefly associ- 
ated and which nourished the imagination of several generations of Frenchmen 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.” 

The metaphorically-rich idea of privacy was evoked in a number of ways as 
a result of giving women and children the status of not-commodity, carriers of 
life. Privacy was identified with domesticity, with surveillance of intimate acts, 
with voyeurism and the erotic, and with the interior of the body, what was not 
normally seen, the ‘private parts’. Hence the force of calling prostitutes “filles 
publiques’. In the very process of separating off the female and private from 
the male and public in the domain of the imagination and of ideology, the 
impulse to examine, probe, violate and penetrate the former was generated. 
Curiosity and reverence are perfectly compatible. At the same time as Cabanis 
waxed lyrical about the suppleness of the fibres of the female body, sex organs 
were increasingly explicitly depicted in medical treatises, and erotic elements 
were present in conventional anatomical drawings and models. Medical prac- 
titioners probed, and then wrote about, the most private aspects of people’s 
lives. They made moral tales out of case histories; but the drive to know about 
the private aspects of people’s lives went far deeper than that. In his famous 
treatise on masturbation, the Swiss physician Tissot took the notion that it is 
important to penetrate into the most private aspects of people’s lives a stage 
further.’ He did not advocate medical instrusion, but rather that parents should 
oversee children at every possible moment in order to guard against their 
masturbating tendencies.?? Such advice presupposes an intimacy between par- 
ents and children that gives the former the right to see and know all in relation 
to their offspring. 

Children were placed in an ambiguous situation when associated with the 
female aura of domestic privacy. Women could be conceptualised in this way 


52. Roussel, 1775; Schwartz, 1984; MacCormack and Strathern, 1980, chs 2 and 3; Le Doeuff, 1981-82; 
Knibiehler, 1976. 

53. Huss, 1986; Kaplan, 1977; Jordanova, 1980b; Corsi, 1988; Jardine et a/, 1996, ch. 15. 

54. Tissot, 1772; Donzelot, 1980. 

55. eg. Tissot, 1772, p. 43. 
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by presenting their sexuality and their reproductive capacities as one and the 
same thing. For children the situation was more equivocal when they reached 
adolescence, as we saw in the case of Virginie. In Paul et Virginie children were 
shown as non-sexual beings, and Bernardin de Saint-Pierre did not describe 
the whole transformation from childhood to full sexual maturity. It was too 
explosive, too threatening, for him to be able to do so. Yet in practice children 
had to make the transition from childhood to adulthood, from being subject 
to their parents to being parents themselves. 

Tissot’s concern about masturbation implied that, in some sense, children 
already were sexual beings; why else would their secret activities need to be 
controlled? The awkwardness of growing up, both in reality and in imagination, 
could not be solved easily. One approach was to select an age at which the 
passage from one status to another could be deemed to have taken place. The 
tensions and difficulties of so doing are nicely portrayed in debates on the age 
at which children should work or be considered legally competent. At a deeper 
level, these debates were about when children might pass from the private to 
the public, when they might enter the world of commodities, and when they 
might become sexually active. Once working, they lost their special status close 
to the source of life; they entered the public domain, became economic actors, 
and could no longer represent innocence. Hence the concern about child pro- 
stitution, which violated the economic, the sexual and the social dimensions of 
childhood simultaneously.” 

Forms of cultural shorthand were developed to designate the special way in 
which women and children were carriers of life. The pictorial treatment of 
children in the period as innocent, as simple, as close to nature, playful and, 
most significantly, as implicitly erotic, is one example (see plate 18, p. 172; see 
also plates 10, 11, pp. 41, 42).°’ Another is the treatment of the breast, which 
took on symbolic significance in the ways it was extolled for its beauty and 
its valuable biological function. It also stood for the attraction between men 
and women, since it was a visible sign of femininity which suggested the im- 
portance of reproduction.”* It did so all the more powerfully in an environment 
where wet-nursing was commonplace and a known killer of babies.”’ The 
mother’s refusal or willingness to give her breast to the child meant, symboli- 
cally, and sometimes literally, death or life. The arrival and departure of the 
wet-nurse were common themes in painting of the period, which also on 
occasion depicted the mother giving suck or about to do so.” This shorthand 


56. I have tried to explore some of these questions, using English materials, in Jordanova 1987a. Charlton, 
1984, esp. pp. 140ff, discusses childhood. A classic, if much criticised, account is Ariés, 1973; see also Scarre, 


57. Pointon, 1993, ch. 7. Images of Emma Hamilton — the girl pin-up — are pertinent here: see Jenkins 
and Sloan, 1996, e.g. pp. 269-70; Greuze is the painter most associated with suggestive little girls, that much 
is clear from Diderot’s comments: see Brookner, 1972 and Greuze ¢> Diderot, 1984. The crucial point is that 
young girls could suggest both innocence and latent sexuality. 

58. Roussel, 1803, p. 16; on the history of the breast see Yalom, 1997; and, more specifically on the 
eighteenth century, Schiebinger, 1993, ch. 2; Perry, 1991. 

59. Sussman, 1982. 

60. Gelis e¢ a/, 1978 reproduces some of these images. Hunt, 1991 contains an exceptionally stimulating 
chapter by Mary Sherriff, which discusses wet-nursing pictures, pp. 14—40. 
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was predicated on the ability of putatively natural objects and processes to 
contain and express a wide range of social and cultural meaning. 

This chapter has explored some of the issues involved in late eighteenth- 
century treatments of sexuality, reproduction and the family as phenomena 
which were at once natural and social. There were important political, eco- 
nomic, social and ideological questions raised by such treatments. The language 
in which these questions were couched, shared by scientific, medical and liter- 
ary accounts, is among the most important keys to their historical significance. 
It was indeed a language of nature, full of tensions, ambiguities, and fruitful 
associations, and serving to conceal as well as reveal. It drew upon anatomy 
and physiology, and was sustained by the growing scientific and medical inter- 
est in a science of life. To chart the development of the new science of biology 
without considering the larger cultural context that gave meaning to the con- 
cept of life, or to read novels depicting sexual experience and kin relations in 
isolation from the scientific and medical treatments of those subjects, results 
in a partial and distorted historical perspective. Science and literature, united in 
eighteenth-century culture, must be reunited by the historian. 
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Gender, Generation and Science: 
William Hunter’s Obstetrical Atlas 


An early nineteenth-century description of the Hunterian Museum in Glasgow 
lavished special praise on the exhibits illustrating the gravid uterus: 


There are above five hundred Preparations under this division. They are prepared with 
the greatest taste and care, are exceedingly beautiful, making this department the most 
valuable perhaps of any in the world. Many splendid and valuable engravings were taken 
from these, and a volume of them published under Dr Hunter’s superintendence.' 


This chapter discusses the volume in question: William Hunter’s 7be Anatomy 
of the Human Gravid Uterus, published in a large format in 1774. Both the 
foregoing description, with its excess of superlatives, and the huge, often dra- 
matic plates of Hunter’s obstetrical atlas suggest that the social and cultural 
meanings of images of pregnancy were complex, and that far from lying on 
the surface, they were embedded in visual and verbal texts. What follows is 
an attempt to analyse Hunter’s book, to place it in its cultural context, and to 
examine the deeper meanings it contained. 

Hunter made revealing claims for the knowledge of nature his book af- 
forded. The assertion that seeing was knowing, which was integral to his project, 
raised the issue of how the mind acquires knowledge of nature. It also prompted 
the question, what sort of a phenomenon its nature? The explicit epistemology 
and the implicit notions of man and nature the atlas contained indicate that the 
illustrations to medical books such as Huntet’s were not ornamental additions, 
not were they convenient diagrams; they were their very razson d’étre. The primacy 
of the visual was clear in Hunter’s philosophy of education: 


In explaining the structure of the parts, if a teacher would be of real service, he must 
take care, not barely to describe but to shew or demonstrate every part. What the 
student acquires in this way, is solid knowledge, arising from the information of his 
own senses. Hence his ideas are clear and make a lasting impression upon his memory.” 


1. Laskey, 1813, p. 51. 
2. Hunter, 1784, p. 87. 
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Furthermore, Hunter was fat from naive where art was concerned. Professor 
of Anatomy at the newly-founded Royal Academy between 1768 and 1783, he 
had decided views on art. For him ‘the superiority of Nature over Art’ seems 
to shine forth in almost every thing — an opinion many Academicians did not 
share. Hunter was also a collector and connoisseur who enthused over the 
rediscovered Leonardo drawings at Windsor Castle and bought the work of 
such artists as Rembrandt and Chardin.’ 

The Anatomy of the Lluman Gravid Uterus has frequently been praised in the 
highest terms as one of the great artistic achievements of medicine. It is indeed 
a remarkable book, not the least important aspect of which is the enormous 
size of the plates, which Hunter took care to defend in the preface. For him, 
the technical quality of the plates was of particular importance; they combined 
descriptive clarity with beauty. The work contains thirty-four plates of different 
kinds; some depict several objects, others a life-size section of the human body 
— the female trunk between the abdomen and the middle of the thighs. Some 
plates are packed with detail, others are more schematic, showing large parts 
in outline only. Facing each plate are a short description and a key to the letters 
placed on the engraving to mark specific anatomical parts. The text, in both 
Latin and English, is arranged in parallel columns. Hunter used words sparingly 
in the atlas, a feature that serves to focus attention more completely on the 
images. The plates show various stages of dissection from the open skin on 
the pregnant abdomen to the empty womb and the placenta. The last two 
engravings show ‘abortions’ and ‘conceptions’ from the early stages of foetal 
development. 

There is no doubt that some of the plates have a peculiar force; they arrest 
and may even shock the modern eye for reasons that require careful probing. 
Their power derives in part from the way the foetus is shown, with great atten- 
tion to details like hair and fingers, and very tightly wedged into its mother’s 
body. This differs strikingly from earlier representations of the foetus mm u¢ero, 
which often showed it as a miniature adult floating in space.* The impact of 
Hunter’s images is further heightened by a technique that was common in 
eighteenth-century anatomical pictures and models. Parts of the body are shown 
beautifully intact, often with great attention given to facial features, hair and so 
on, while other parts are cut off, such as the tops of thighs, giving a dislocated 
impression — the body is realistically whole, but also amputated to show human 
flesh resembling chunks of meat. We can take the analogy with meat further, 
in that the human flesh of these anatomical images 1s, like meat, somewhere 
between the full vitality of life and the total decay of death. The body was 
captured in visual form as if at the moment of death: it was made to look fresh, 
just like flesh for eating, which should be safely dead without being decom- 
posed. The startling effect of combining realism with butchery was commonly 


3. Kemp, 1975, p. 38; dem, 1976, pp. 144-8; Laskey, 1813. On Hunter’s collecting activities see Bynum 
and Porter, 1985, esp. ch. 10 (by Rolfe); Brock, 1990, 1994 and 1996. It should also be stressed that Hunter 
was a busy and thoughtful practitioner of midwifery: Wilson, 1995, esp. ch. 13. 

4, Examples of early images of the foetus may be found in Eccles, 1982; Thornton and Reeves, 1983 
and in Newman, 1996. 
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given by medical representations of the period. Anatomical illustrations fre- 
quently provided scrupulously lifelike detail in parts other than those that were 
the explicit subject of the picture. For example, in Jacques Gautier d’Agoty’s 
Anatomie de la Téte (1748) the interior of the brain and the facial sinuses were 
illustrated in a plate of three male heads close together in a conspiratorial pose. 
The faces of two are clearly visible and naturalistically shown; one has the top 
of his head cut off to show the brain, the other is missing the front of his face 
on one side. On the one hand we see a group of people, and on the other we 
see anatomical objects displayed.” 

In Hunter’s atlas, this juxtaposition of dissected and whole parts is made all 

the more arresting by the part of the body chosen for depiction. For example, 
in perhaps the most striking plate of all, Plate VI, which ‘represents the child 
in the womb, in its natural situation’, we see a full frontal view of a female 
trunk with legs apart; the viewer’s eye is drawn towards the vagina, which is 
made all the more prominent by the external genitals having been cut away (see 
plate 19, p. 186). The net result is an image that is intimate yet impersonal, 
suggestive of humanity yet butchered, celebrating the act of generation, yet also 
conveying violated female sexuality. The sense of violation is reinforced by 
Plate TV, where the clitoris has been cut in two, although this organ has no 
relevance to the plate or, indeed, to the book as a whole (see plate 20, p. 187). 
Indeed, there is a notable contrast in the depictions of mother and child — the 
latter is treated tenderly while the former appears mutilated. 
— Hunter’s plates can be compared with those in Jenty’s Demonstratio Uteri 
Praegnantis Muheris of 1761, a work of particular relevance since the drawings on 
which the plates of both books were based were done by the same artist, Jan 
van Rymsdyk, as were those for Smellie’s obstetrical atlas, published in 1754 
(see plates 21, 22, pp. 188, 189). In Jenty’s work, however, a different printing 
technique was used, mezzotint, which emphasised soft contours, and the thighs 
were not sectioned. Furthermore, the torso was surrounded by soft folding 
drapery. Some plates in Smellie’s volume included drapery, yet the treatment of 
female genitalia is more explicit here than in either Hunter’s or Jenty’s atlas. 
The effect of this is mitigated somewhat by the explanation Smellie offered the 
reader that he ‘intended to shew in what manner the Perinaeum and external 
parts are stretched by the Head of the Foetus’. Smellie’s intended audience, 
young male practitioners, may have had an impact on his choice of plates. 
Hunter and Jenty offered no comparable accounts. ‘That a variety of ways were 
available for producing anatomical images heightens the significance of those 
specifically chosen by Hunter, his artists and engravets.° 

The preface to The Anatomy of the Human Gravid Uterus shows that Hunter 
was quite deliberately putting across a particular view of the body, its repres- 
entation and the role of careful looking in medicine. 


5. The d’Agoty plate is reproduced in La Deécouverte du Corps Humain, 1978, p. 18; see also Ciardi, 1981; 
Lanza ef al, 1979; Roberts and Tomlinson, 1992, esp. pp. 523-9. 

6. Jenty, 1758, 1759 and 1761-65; Smellie, 1754, the quotation 1s from the commentary facing plate XV; 
Thornton, 1982; Roberts and Tomlinson, 1992, ch. 12. 
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PLATE 19. Wiliam Hunter, Anatomia Uteri Humani Gravidi, 1774, engraving, plate VI, 
‘This represents the child in the womb in its natural situation.’ Wellcome Institute Library, 


London. 


The art of engraving supplies us, upon many occasions, with what has been the great 
desideratum of the lovers of science, an universal language. Nay, it conveys clearer 
ideas of most natural objects, than words can express; makes stronger impressions 
upon the mind; and to every person conversant with the subject, gives an immediate 
comprehension of what it represents.’ 


Hunter, of course, begs the most important question: what zs being repres- 
ented? He wished to suggest that this was self-evident; we must refuse his 
suggestion. Images, he was asserting, are vital means for the communication of 
natural knowledge. Seeing is itself an act of understanding and knowing. Hunter 
held up the immediate perception of supposedly unacted-upon nature as an 
epistemological ideal. As he said of Plate VI, ‘Every part is represented just as 


7. Hunter, 1774, Preface. 
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PSA ER bb OF. 





PLATE 20. Wiliam Hunter, Anatomia Utert Humani Gravidi, 1774, engraving, plate IV, 
A fore-view of the womb, and of the contents of the pelvis; the ossa pubis, with the muscles and 
integuments which cover them being removed.’ Wellcome Institute Library, London. 


it was found, not so much as one joint of a finger having been moved.’ Hunter 
appealed to an apparently unambiguous nature through simple naturalistic images 
of physical reality. We can see this as an attempt to create the illusion that there 
need be no mediations between nature and the human mind — for him truth 
was all on the surface. There wete no limits to the imitation of nature, so that 
‘a painter or sculptor in executing a single figure in the ordinary situation of 
quiet life cannot copy Nature too exactly, or make deception too strong’. Thus 
scrupulously exact bodily details, including surface blood vessels, were essential 
for giving a ‘natural appearance’. | 

There were, according to Hunter, two traditions of anatomical illustration. 
The first made simple portraits of nature showing the object just as it was seen, 
in the manner of the Dutch anatomist Bidloo. Hunter contrasted this first 


8. Kemp, 1975, pp. 39, 35. 
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PLATE 21. Charles Nicholas Jenty, Demonstratio Uteri Praegnantis Mulieris, 7767, 
mezzotint, plate IV, ‘This figure shows a foetus positioned in the passage by which it is naturally 
expelled.’ Wellcome Institute Library, London. 
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PLATE 22. Wailliam Smellie, A Sett of Anatomical Tables, 7754, engraving, plate XV, 
Wellcome Institute Library, London. ‘The Fifteenth Table is intended principally to shew in what 
manner the Perinaeum, and external parts are stretched by the Head of the Foetus, in a first 
pregnancy, sowards the end of Labour’. 


tradition, his own, with one in which nature is imaginatively reconstructed in 
the minds of anatomists and artists. Although he could see disadvantages with 
the first tradition and advantages with the second, in the last analysis pictures 
‘which represent what was actually seen’ are the ones carrying ‘the mark of 
truth’, and are ‘almost as infallible as the object itself’.’ For Hunter, the former 
tradition produced images with ‘the elegance and harmony of the natural object’, 
the latter possess ‘the hardness of a geometrical diagram’. Despite his asser- 
tions about the close representation of nature, Hunter’s work did not reflect 
nature but fabricated it. For example, the bodies from which the pictures were 
drawn were dead, and had often been so for a long time. The plates are 
designed to give the impression of vitality, as in the way the umbilical cord 
seems to gleam as if it were still wet. 

A lifelike effect was partly achieved by injecting blood vessels with wax to 
keep their shape. 


Filling the vascular system with a bright coloured wax, enables us to trace the large 
vessels with great ease, renders the smaller much more conspicuous, and makes 
thousands of the very minute ones visible, which from their delicacy, and the transpar- 
ency of their natural contents, are otherwise imperceptible.” 


9. Hunter, 1774, Preface. See also Bynum and Porter, 1993b, ch. 6 (by Kemp). 
10. Hunter, 1784, p. 56. 
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In general, Hunter found anatomical preparations to be of great value for 
revealing both structures requiring “considerable labour to anatomize’ and those 
not commonly seen. Although he preferred wet preparations to dry ones, he 
was enthusiastic about making wax models from dead bodies. Wax enjoyed a 
considerable vogue in this period for modelling and sculpting purposes as well 
as for anatomical ones. The Italians specialised in producing wax figures de- 
signed to be beautiful, alluring ornaments as well as anatomically informative, 
although Hunter was sceptical about waxworks not cast from real subjects.” 
But however they were made, these models, like Hunter’s plates, suggest an 
utgent search for verisimilitude, and wax, with its potential for resembling 
' human flesh, was a particularly attractrve medium. 

For Hunter anatomical pictures ought to reveal ‘true nature, that is, the 
peculiar habit and composition of parts, as well as the outward form, situation 
and connection of them’.’* The plates in the Gravid Uterus show the extent to 
which he was concerned with the topography of the body, the spatial relation- 
ships between parts, their surface features and particularly their texture. Anatomy, 
for Hunter, was a study of three dimensions, like sculpture or wax modelling, 
portraiture or landscape painting. He had little of the architect’s concern with 
inner structure — the skeleton — as the German anatomist Soemmerring had. 
Rather, Hunter’s enterprise was closely akin to that of a cartographer, lovingly 
recording all the details of the terrain — flesh, vessels and tissues. There was no 
smoothing out here but, rather, corrugations depicted in loving detail. When 
the mapping had been completed, the human body would, in some significant 
sense, be known and understood.” 

Hunter himself employed a topographical analogy, and considerably de- 
veloped it by likening the medical practitioner to a general, and the human 
body to a country under civil war or invasion: 


To do his duty with full advantage, a general, besides other acquirements, useful in 
his profession, must make himself master of the Anatomy and Physiology, as we may 
call it, of the country. He may be said to be master of the Axatomy of the country, 
when he knows the figure, dimension, situation, and connection, of all the principal 
constituent parts; such as, the lakes, rivers, marshes, mountains, precipices, plains, woods, 
roads, passes, fords, towns, fortifications, etc. By the Physzology of the country, which he 
ought likewise to understand, is meant, all the variety of active influence, which is 
produced by the inhabitants.” 


The notion of topographical exactitude was of considerable importance in 
British art during the eighteenth century, especially among landscape painters 
and portraitists.’° 


11. Ibid., pp. 89-91, 56; see also Lanza et a/, 1979; Lemire, 1990. 

12. Hunter, 1774, Preface. 

13. On topography see note 15. Smoothing out flesh was associated with classicism: see note 20. 

14. Hunter, 1784, p. 70. 

15. Polite Society, 1983, p. 12; Paulson, 1982, pp. 40—1; on portraiture in the period see Pointon, 1993; on 
topography see Michael Charlesworth’s stimulating piece on panoramic drawing in the eighteenth century, 
1996. 
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Hunter’s epistemology was fundamentally a visual one. There is no space 
here for refined, abstract analysis. Instead, all was known by means of sight. It 
may be worth considering the significance of the sense of sight and of ideas of 
light for conceptions of human knowledge in this period. Not only were these 
three elements (vision, light, knowledge) commonly associated, but light was 
the dominant metaphor of the progress of the human intellect. The connection 
between light and science was, of course, commonly made, for example in 
references to Sir Isaac Newton.'° The themes of sight, light and knowledge, 
and the intricate relationships between them, were taken up in the visual arts 
by Joseph Wright of Derby, who consistently called into question diverse kinds 
of human knowledge by depicting the ‘scientist’, philosopher, alchemist, ana- 
tomist, connoisseur and artist contemplating their objects of study. Light itself 
and its various sources were clearly of considerable interest to Wright. But the 
complexities of looking, and more generally of vision, are also explored in his 
paintings. Seekers after knowledge, and those who expound knowledge, are 
frequently depicted in the company of others whose view of their activities 1s 
rather different. Many of his pictures further allude to the problem of compre- 
hending death, a problem most sharply brought into focus by the horror that 
awaits those who plunder graves in Miravan Opening the Tomb of his Ancestors 
(1772). It shows a young nobleman who has broken into an ancestral tomb in 
the belief that he will find treasure there. What he finds is a skeleton — a re- 
velation about death — and, with new awareness, turns away, covering his eyes.'’ 

Wright’s distinctive manner of treating light pictorially was closely connected 
with his exploration of the ways in which human beings understand nature, 
their attitudes to knowledge and the gender differences involved. In An Expen- 
ment on a Bird in the Air Pump (c.1767—69), he hinted at a tension between the 
seatch for scientific knowledge and femininity. While the natural philosopher 
demonstrates the air pump, one girl turns away from the apparatus, tearing that 
the bird will die in the experiment, and a smaller girl looks on in puzzlement. 
Wright would seem to be drawing on the idea, frequently articulated by thinkers 
of the Enlightenment, that there was a potential incompatibility between women 
and scientific knowledge. Often this was done by associating the feminine with 
natute and the masculine with reason; the former became thereby objectified 
and passive, the latter active and enquiring.’” The example of Joseph Wright of 
Derby is instructive not because he gave visual expression to scientific values, 
as is often claimed. In fact his pictures are considerably more complex than 
that. They are instructive because they show how looking and knowledge were 
problematised in the visual culture of Hunter’s day and because, as scholars 


16. For a very different view of the status of the visual in the eighteenth century see Stafford, 1991. On 
Newton see Nicolson, 1946 and Fauvel, 1988, esp. chs 1, 4 and 11. 

17. Nicolson, 1968 is the standard source on Wright: on Miravan see vol. 1, pp. 53-4 and 243 and 
vol. 2, plate 107; Paulson, 1982, pp. 49, 58, ch. 8, p. 113; M.H. Nicolson, 1946. There has been a dramatic 
growth of interest in Wright in recent years: of particular interest are Barrell, 1992, esp. chs 3 (by Solkin), 
5 (by Bermingham) and 7 (by Daniels); Daniels, 1994, ch. 2; Egerton, 1990, on Miravan, pp. 93-4 and 241, 
Solkin, 1993, ch. 6. 

18. A particularly interesting discussion of the air pump picture is Schupbach, 1987, pp. 340-7. Jordanova, 
1980a, 1989; Lloyd, 1984. 
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have recently shown, they engage with a wide range of contemporary debates. 
Furthermore their style, which gives viewers a strong sense of their verisimil- 
itude, is authoritative in a manner similar to the engravings in 7he Anatomy of 
the Human Gravid Uterus. Such authority had to be carefully fashioned; and since 
in doing so a value system was given visual expression, Its premises could be 
called into question by those with a different world-view. 

Hunter’s epistemology was soon challenged, even by those who saw them- 
selves as extending his work. Samuel ‘Thomas von Soemmerring, for example, 
prepared his leones Embryonum Humanorum (1799) as a supplement to Huntet’s 
Gravid Uterus. It showed mainly embryos in the early stages of pregnancy. 
Soemmerting was allied with the tradition of anatomical illustration that Hunter 
associated particularly with Bartholommeo Eustachi. According to Soemmerring, 
the anatomist should select from his material the most beautiful, perfect and 
undamaged specimens in order to “find the true norm of the organs’. Further- 
more, ‘we have to let our intelligence detect and remedy such deviations as 
occur in specimens taken from cadavers, in’ consequence of death, preparation, 
of preservation’.”” 

The espousal of the ideal as a goal in science and art was widespread. It took 
the form of the ‘classicisation of anatomical study’ to which Kemp refers. In 
The Nude Mak, Walters suggests that the neoclassical nude was accepted only 
at its farthest remove from the naked human body — signs of organic life such 
as veins and sinews were smoothed away. Her statement “the nude is idealised 
almost to death’ is particularly applicable to the Italian wax anatomical models 
mentioned earlier.” By contrast, Hunter wished all such details to be faithfully 
depicted. Another form of the ‘ideal’ was the assertion of the priority of 
imagination over reason, which was such a fundamental aspect of critiques of 
the Enlightenment in the 1790s. Such critiques were a vital part of debates 
within the British artistic community of the period, and they found power- 
ful expression in the works of William Blake and his friend John Flaxman, 
whose admiration for Hippocrates and Galen was part and parcel of his 
classicism.” 

Hunter saw nature’s truths as being on the surface, ready to be recetved by 
the trained, observant mind/eye, whereas Soemmerting saw them as being 
below the surface, requiring an active intellect to bring them out in their pure 
form, a form in which they might never actually exist. There can be no doubt 
of the general cultural significance of the positions held by Hunter and 
Soemmerting respectively, going back as they do to Aristotelian and Platonic 


19. Soemmerring is quoted by Choulant, 1945, pp. 302-3; Hunter, 1774, Preface. Schiebinger, 1989 and 
1993, discusses Soemmerring’s interest in the skeleton from the point of view of race and gender. 

20. Kemp, 1975, pp. 26—7; Walters, 1979, p. 206; on neoclassicism, see Honour, 1968 and Irwin, 1997. 
Crow, 1995 is particularly attentive to the ways in which David and his associates portrayed the human, 
especially the male, body. Kemp points out (21) that Hunter was sceptical about Winckelmann’s classicism; 
on Winckelmann, see Irwin, 1997 and Potts, 1994. 

21. Flaxman, 1829; Hagstrum, 1966. Reynolds, who was President of the Royal Academy when Hunter 
was professor of Anatomy there, also valued the ideal and the general above the particular, as his Daescourses 
make plain. 
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traditions. Soemmerring’s view, indicative of the growing anti-rationalism of the 
time, was informed by an intense dislike of what he took to be the materialism 
of much contemporary physiology — a point that came out clearly in the 
hostile stance he took towards the guillotine during the French Revolution.” 
Soemmerring’s attack on materialism and the French Revolution was linked to 
his anatomical and aesthetic views, which led him to an epistemology in marked 
contrast to that of Hunter, which stressed the visible, material world. This does 
not mean that Hunter was a radical materialist. On the contrary, he was an 
ardent defender of the King and held orthodox religious views, extolling the 
works of the Supreme Being who was the creator and director of the uni- 
verse.” Yet it was the real world of nature in all its infinite variety that captured 
Huntet’s interest, and especially the ‘machinery’ of the human body. Real detail, 
not ideal form, was his object of study. 

The relationships between words and images are varied and intricate. In the 
case of Hunter’s volume, it is by no means obvious how the book was to be 
used, which groups it was intended for, or, indeed, what kind of work, beyond 
a sumptuous one, Hunter intended to produce. At one level, the images are 
clearly ‘medical’ in that they show anatomical preparations carefully and know- 
ledgeably designed to display internal organs, and we have seen the emphasis 
Hunter placed on such demonstrations when teaching. However, unlike Smellie, 
Hunter did not structure the book around the needs of a young accoucheur. The 
anatomical tables in Smellie’s volume were designed to accompany his mid- 
wifery textbook. Both were aimed at the young male practitioner, as is clear 
from the plates explaining the use of forceps.” To the extent that Hunter’s atlas 
can be labelled ‘medical’, commentators tend to disregard the other elements 
it contains. 

Medicine is like other forms of culture in containing meanings that are best 
interpreted in relation to myths, symbols and beliefs. Furthermore, medicine in 
general, and The Human Gravid Uterus in particular, raise directly such issues as 
death, birth, production and creativity — all these combine elements of human 
experience with the mythical and symbolic, working at many levels of con- 
sciousness. The historical relationship between art and anatomy bears out this 
point. It is misleading to construe this as a continuous, progressive joint quest 
for accuracy and technical perfection. Male and female figures were commonly 
depicted as Adam and Eve, female figures with children as Madonnas, while 
reminders of death abound in anatomical images. These were part of icono- 
graphical traditions, and are best understood in the same terms as those art 
historians or historians of culture have developed. It follows that ‘realism’ can 
no longer be seen as the unproblematic commitment of art and anatomy, nor 
must it be allowed to develop into a spurious criterion of value. Realism is, in 


22. Chapter 7, this volume; Outram, 1989, ch. 7. 

23. Hunter’s volume was dedicated to the King and he enjoyed a Royal appointment. My assumption has 
been that we can take at face value Hunter’s comments about his respect for the King and about religion. 
In Bynum and Porter, 1985, however, Porter offers a compelling reading of Hunter as a skilled and highly 
self-aware opportunist — pp. 7~34, see esp. 29-30. 

24. Smellie, 1752-64. 
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fact, itself a historical contruct, not an unproblematic and self-evidently valu- 
able analytical term.” 

To acknowledge the presence of mythic and symbolic elements in anatom1- 
cal images is also to say that they are mediations, in that they re-present social 
and cultural relations in an experiential form. Anatomical depictions may assist 
in papering over, accommodating and exploring tensions and contradictions 
not fully explicit in the image itself. Such latent levels may be about sexual 
modesty or desire, fear of death, disease and mutilation, the bonds between 
parents and children, or the sexual act itself. Anatomical images of pregnancy 
mediate gender and family relations in particular. Family and gender are 
ideological constructs as well as powerful human experiences, and medicine 
has played a central role in constructing familial relationships, especially that 
between mother and child — this role was particularly prominent in the eight- 
eenth century (see plate 23, p. 197). Hunter produced The Gravid Uterus at a 
time of intense medical concern with domestic medicine — the health practices 
of families, of which the wife and mother was the main architect.” 

The clusters of ideas around male and female, nature and science, also 
underlay anatomical treatments of women’s bodies. Early anatomical images 
were rather discreet generally when it came to sexuality. The genitals, particu- 
larly of women, were mostly veiled or covered in some way. Female sexual 
characters were often removed, as in the omission of pubic hair, which was 
shown in a sketchy way and without relentless naturalism if present at all. 
Similarly breasts were not emphasised, and on occasion the whole body was 
masculinised, leaving only the head hair as unambiguously feminine. But 
Hunter and some of his contemporaries showed female genitals in unrelenting 
detail. This revealed to open view what was normally concealed, and revealed 
it furthermore in a context of dissection, mutilation and death — a situation 
commonly construed at the time as one of violation, as Hogarth made clear in 
The Reward of Cruelty, the last print of his Four Stages of Cruelty (1751). There 
a dissection is performed on a man who has killed his pregnant lover. Ana- 
tomical illustrations linked medical knowledge to sight, and, in the case of 
eighteenth-century depictions of women, to seeing parts of nature previously 
deemed private, thereby forging additional links with sexual-cum-intellectual 
penetration and with the violence of the dissecting-room.”’ 

Hunter made aesthetic claims for his atlas just as Laskey did when he 
described the Hunterian Museum in Glasgow. Yet the content of the images 
and the manner in which they had been composed diverged most markedly 


25. Bryson, 1981, 1983. Realism remains a tricky concept, normally discussed by art historians in relation 
to nineteenth-century images. Fried’s 1987 discussion remains compelling. Cf. Levine, 1993. For a range of 
anatomical figures see The Quick and the Dead, 1997, as well as general works on art and anatomy cited 
elsewhere in the notes. 

26. Buchan, 1769; Lawrence, 1975; Rosenberg, 1983; W. Hunter’s other work in the area of reproduction 
is outlined in Brock, 1983, pp. 12, 17, 20-2, 23, 47, 59, 63; on popularisation see Porter, 1992. 

27. Examples of women in anatomical illustrations can be found in Thornton and Reeves, 1983 and in 
Hahn ef a/., 1962; on the broader significance of such images see Jordanova, 1980a and 1984b; the Hogarth 
prints are in Shesgreen, 1973, plates 77-80, see also The Quick and the Dead, 1997, pp. 34, 38, 104-5. Roberts 
and Tomlinson, 1992 and Cazort, Kornell et a/., 1996 contain a range of high-quality reproductions. 
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from the normal canons of taste in the period, unlike many other anatomical 
illustrations. Those by Albinus, for example, were set against elaborate back- 
grounds of plants, trees, hills, animals, lakes and buildings. Joseph Wright made 
an exact copy of one figure for his The Old Man and Death (1774).” The content 
of Hunter’s plates is not directly comparable to contemporaneous ‘polite art’, 
not do they seek to be decorous. By making a public proclamation about the 
legitimacy of all natural objects being known and seen, Hunter was countering 
the mystification and concealment of certain anatomical parts, which had been 
justified by reference to religious convention and modesty, and he was also 
basing his aesthetic firmly in nature. Whatever the eye could see was true, and 
it was beautiful because it was natural: ‘what imitates Nature most is most 
striking; and . . . it will be likewise more pleasing if the subject be properly adapted 
to our passions’.”’ Artificial convention should give way to the reality of nature. 
There was a precedent for this approach in the anatomical drawings of Leonardo, 
and Hunter saw his project in this tradition. Furthermore, such affinities 
with a Renaissance artist of genius served as a powerful legitimation for later 
practices.” 

However unusual the content of some anatomical illustrations may have 
been, our understanding of their implications, and those of anatomical models 
so far as gender is concerned, can nonetheless be furthered by comparing them 
with more conventional works of art. For example, the Italian wax models that 
functioned as collectors’ items, with their glass, coffin-like cases, pearl neck- 
laces, luxuriant hair and ecstatic facial expressions, are reminiscent of Bernini's 
statue of Saint Teresa (1646-52), whose face suggests both religious ecstasy 
and sexual transports. The use of such recognisable patterns and of accoutre- 
ments in anatomical models and ilustrations shows that gender differences 
and the perception of sexuality were important elements in the medical realm 
also. Thus, in the case of women we can demonstrate the close relationships 
between medical images and those in the culture more generally, and note the 
mixtute of eroticism, violence and idealisation in the drive to know and see 
more of feminine nature.’ 

The case of the foetus is altogether more complex and elusive than is that 
of women.” Few depictions of children prior to the eighteenth century satisfy 
our canons of naturalism, and perceptions and theories of childhood under- 
went some dramatic changes between the seventeenth and nineteenth centu- 
ties. Many early pictures of foetuses treat their bodily shape as being essentially 
that of an adult. An alternative way of expressing these ideas would be to say 
that earlier it had not seemed so pressing to present an accurate, naturalistic 
depiction of a foetus as it did to Hunter, for example. Placing changes in 
medical illustrations of embryos, babies and children in the context of changes 


28. Nicolson, 1968, vol. 1, p. 56. 

29. Kemp, 1975, p. 39 (emphasis in original). 

30. Iversen, 1983, esp. pp. 213, 215-16; Kemp, 1976; Hunter, 1784, pp. 37-9. 
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in portraiture might be revealing. Hunter saw his atlas as containing portraits, 
after all. It depicted specific anatomical subjects; which particular one 1s always 
noted, and individual peculiarities included. Over the eighteenth century, Brit- 
ish portraiture moved towards giving its subjects, and children especially, a 
more embodied, fleshly look, and showed them in less formal, more ‘natural’ 
poses. The Gravid Uterus portrayed flesh — sometimes, as in the case of the 
mother’s body, it is meaty, but at others, as in the child’s, it is chubby, fresh, 
substantial. Hunter’s full-term foetus strives to be realistic — it has long elegant 
fingers and magnificent hair. It is almost too perfect, and it was the perfection, 
completeness and beauty of the new-born child that contemporary medical 
opinion stressed. The plates in the Gravid Uterus showing the full-term child 
nearly bursting out of the womb were totally different from the tiny adult body 
floating in an enormous cavity in a variety of postures, found in early illustra- 
tions, and persisting in some popular eighteenth-century prints (plate 26, p. 214). 

Children were a central element in images of the family in the eighteenth 
century. Whereas for Blake, for example, there was no natural identity of inter- 
est between parents and children, for the vast majority of writers and artists 
there was a growing sense of natural fusion, of an organic link between the 
different family members, particularly between mother and child. This fusion 
was teptesented visually by showing an intertwining intimacy between women 
and their offspring. Sometimes this was achieved by actually blending figures 
together, as Gainsborough did in 7he Batlle Family (c.1784), where the clothes 
of the mother and those of the baby she is holding on her knee appear con- 
tinuous. This is just what Reynolds did in Mrs Richard Hoare and Her Son (17063; 
see plate 23, p. 197), where the whole composition as well as the palette sug- 
gests intense emotional engagement between mother and child and places it in 
the context of nature. He produced a similar emotional effect in Lady Cockburn 
and Her Three Eldest Sons (1774) by encircling the mother with her children and 
showing them scantily dressed, which serves to emphasise their ‘naturalness’ — 
a pictorial formula suggestive of the theme of charity (cf. plate 30, p. 223). The 
associative chain — mother, child, nature. ..-— was all the more effective when 
women’s sexuality and their reproductive powers were treated as inseparable, 
and this was particularly marked in the work of the French painter Greuze, 
as in his La Mere Bien-Aimée (Ihe Much-Loved Mother, ¢.1769), where the wife is 
tapturously greeted her husband while numerous children throng around 
embracing her.” 

To return to the foetus, it is worth recognising both the difficulties of 
imagining life before birth and how highly charged such ideas are. Two issues 
ate present here: the nature of the birth process and the way in which the 
foetus develops before its passage to the outside world. Birth is an event that 
marks, in an apparently natural manner, a fundamental transition. All societies 
see birth as a dramatic moment infused with significance, as the heroic myths 
associated with those ‘born’ through Caesarean section bear witness. Images of 


33, Damon, 1965; Blake, 1970; Bryson, 1981, ch. 5, esp. pp. 136-7; Duncan, 1973; Hautecceur, 1945; 
Brookner, 1972, esp. pp. 64-5; Greuze ¢ Diderot, 1984, esp. pp. 76-8. 
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PLATE 23. Sir_ Joshua Reynolds, Mrs Richard Hoare and Son, 7767-68, oil on canvas. 
Reproduced by Permission of the Trustees of the Wallace Collection, London. The blending of 
mother, child and nature is suggested in a number of ways, including the ‘rhyme’ of the flowers 
on her dress with those growing close by. 


the foetus, especially when it is made to look like a person, evoke beliefs about 
the act of birth. Because of the advent of man-midwifery, the management 
of childbirth was one of the most controversial topics in Britain in the second 
half of the century. These fierce debates hinged on gender roles, on the inter- 
pretation of nature, and on the proper management of a major ritual. Ideas 
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about growth and development were also given expression in depictions of life 
before birth. Hunter’s atlas must therefore be placed in the context of ideas 
about embryology. In order to understand changes in the ways foetuses were 
shown, a brief discussion of theories of preformation and emboitement, which 
enjoyed a wide following during the eighteenth century, may be helpful. These 
theories presumed ‘that the gradual appearance and apparent creation of the 
parts observed, as the ovum turned into the embryo and then into the adult, 
wete simply due to an increase, in size and in hardness, of parts that were 
already present’. All living things were created at the beginning, later genera- 
tions being enclosed within earlier ones. The formation of an individual was 
simply the expansion of an already existing being. Although not new in the 
seventeenth century, these theories came to prominence with the work of 
Swammerdam in the 1660s, and remained influential throughout the eighteenth 
century. Preformationism, where the baby is essentially like an adult, removes 
the need to think about foetal growth and the human status of the child. 
Within this framework, the infant always was human and complete; it merely 
had to grow bigger. For those committed to the alternative hypothesis, epigenesis, 
the full-term foetus had emerged gradually from a beginning that was radically 
distinct from its final form. It is worth remembering how preposterous this 
latter view seemed to many, so that Claude Perrault could say in 1680, ‘If the 
ege consists of homogeneous matter as is presumed on this hypothesis 
[epigenesis], it can only develop into a foetus by a miracle, which would surpass 
every other phenomenon in the world” 

The uterine space around the ‘preformationist’ embryo, as we may call the 
little people of early images, possibly suggests the further growth yet to come. 
But it might also represent a separation between the would-be adult and its 
immediate environment — its mother. Hunter’s plates, in contrast, convey an 
almost oppressive intimacy between mother and child, an intimacy ceaselessly 
expressed in medical writings of the period. Although birth scenes — that is, the 
room and its occupants during or soon after a birth — were common, particu- 
larly in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the actual process of birth was 
rarely depicted. Smellie, however, did show the head just appearing in his Ses 
of Anatomical Tables (1754). This absence of depictions of the moment of separa- 
tion gives Blake’s portrayal of birth as an act of releasing untameable human 
energy a peculiar power. In Zhe Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790), he showed 
a child half out of its mother, already actively embracing life with its out- 
stretched arms. Blake’s picture is notable because it expresses so forcefully a 
particular conception of childhood. In its moment of birth, the new being 
affirms its vitality and energy, those elements of the human spirit that Blake’s 


34. Gasking, 1966, p. 41. 

35. Quoted ibid., p. 37; Lam most grateful to Dr Helen Brock for her advice on what Hunter’s own views 
about the preformation versus epigenesis debate may have been, for he never stated them unequivocally. 
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She says, ‘All Hunter’s drawings of early stages of human embryology give no suggestion of a complete 
individual nor did John Hunter’s drawings’ (personal communication). On preformationism see also Charlton, 
1984, pp. 73-5. 
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works celebrate in so many different forms. In this sense the child was an 
emblem or symbol for Blake, playing an important role in his metaphysical and 
mythological systems.*° Children and foetuses in medical illustrations represent 
equally complex, if very different ideas. 

The vitality of generation appears in Hunter’s Gravid Uterus not as force or 
energy but in the fullness and texture of the internal organs. He used the 
bodies of a number of women who had died at different stages of pregnancy. 
The outer layers of tissues were carefully peeled off to reveal the foetus be- 
neath, just as the wax modellers made removable flaps and organs for their 
female figures, which often contained a pregnant uterus at their deepest layer. 
Clearly, Hunter was fascinated by different tissues and their textures. The 
importance he attached to stripping off layers can be seen in Plate XX1, taken 
from a drawing by Alexander Cozens. Hunter described it as ‘from a seventh 
subject at seven months. The womb opened by a crucial incision, and the four 
corners carefully separated ...so as to shew the child, and waters, through the 
enclosing membranes.’ The result is an indistinct and blurred effect whose very 
lack of clarity conveys the sense of looking “rough tissues, of the foetus being 
contained by them, even pressing against them. Simultaneously, the viewer sees 
the anatomical closeness of foetus and womb, and acquires a sense of the deep 
recesses of the body marked by layers of tissues. Smellie’s atlas contained a 
similar plate.” 

In the anatomical plates, the mother’s body framed and moulded the 
foetus, the two lives being portrayed as a single interconnected system.** Both 
Hunter’s and Jenty’s plates displayed these features, which were absent, how- 
ever, in those made by Stubbs at the very beginning of his career for John 
Burton’s An Essay Towards a Complete New System of Midwifery (1751). Stubbs made 
the uterus into an abstract capsule connected with other physical objects only 
through a disembodied hand reaching up into the womb in one of the etchings. 
However, Stubbs’s later work on human and animal anatomy, some of it for 
William Hunter himself, eschews such abstractions, and displays the same relent- 
less search for a form of embodied literalism as we find in the Gravid Uterus.” 

The sense of the woman and child being as one was particularly strongly 
asserted when it appeared in danger of violation, as, for example, in the case 
of illegitimate children, who elicited increasing amounts of anxiety over the 
eighteenth century. These children were more likely to be killed, abandoned or 
otherwise deprived than those born to legally married parents, although mar- 
riage itself was far from being unambiguous, either in theory or in practice. The 
ambiguities about kinship, property and inheritance, which were among the 
most threatening aspects of illegitimacy, reveal how relationships between pat- 
ents, especially mothers, and children were imagined through the idioms of 
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blood, responsibility, legality, ownership. To be more precise, ideally the special 
maternal relationship was to be expressed only within the confines of civil law 
so that the different aspects of parenting were in harmony with one another. 
For example, for Rousseau, children conceived in a wife’s adulterous relation- 
ship violated natural rights, making them robbers of the husband’s name and 
estate. Legitimate children, by logical extension, were lawful possessors of their 
parental heritage; the common family interest consisted of shared and natural 
tights to property, and also to the love and devotion of their mothers and 
fathers.*’ Natural languages, such as those around breast-feeding and gestation, 
existed for thinking about such matters, and these were important precisely 
because of the increasing authority of nature in the period. 

Hunter’s foetuses possessed and confidently inhabited their mothers’ bod- 
ies. In contrast, earlier, proto-adult ‘preformationist’ foetuses lived in a differ- 
ent world, where they seemed lost in the waters of the womb. They appeared 
as temporary tenants, with no ‘natural’ rights of possession. From the point of 
view of imagery, they were born into a looser family structure, one that easily 
permitted children to leave home for work or training without shattering a 
sacred bond with the mother, which, by the end of the century, was construed 
as at once natural, legal and social. Also connected are the general acceptance 
of child labour, which was beginning to be seriously questioned for the first 
time at the end of the eighteenth century on the grounds that the children 
required parental protection by virtue of their very nature, and the common 
practice of informal adoption in earlier periods. Both child labour and informal 
adoption made sense in a culture where the death of parents before children 
reached adulthood was common, making parents temporary custodians of their 
progeny, where there was less emphasis on ‘correct’ blood relationships, and 
where children were considered to be socially and economically competent at 
a young age. The medical literature of the second half of the eighteenth cen- 
tury, in contrast, emphasised that maternal and child welfare were necessarily 
connected, and the need to protect and carefully nurture infants as natural 
resources; furthermore, it sought to woo fathers into greater responsibility for 
the upbringing of children.” 

The ‘preformationist’ image of the foetus appears to us to be manifestly 
‘artificial’, whereas the Hunterian portrayal seems more ‘natural’. This differ- 
ence prompts us to see the latter as an unmediated, indeed a better, representa- 
tion of nature. Yet this would be a mistake, since both are cultural products, 
and as such carry within them levels of meaning deriving from the ideas, 
assumptions, tensions and contradictions of their times. ‘There is no unmediated 
nature, only different mediations, some of which conform more closely to our 
current conceptions than others. Different mediations can arise at the same 
historical moment. If we compare Hunter’s obstetrical atlas with that of Jenty, 
both differences and similarities emerge, and both are equally important. They 
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shate a precise naturalism and an emphasis on the identity of mother and child. 
They differ in that Hunter’s is more impersonal and reifying where Jenty’s, 
partly by virtue of its different printing technique, is both softer and more 
holistic. This contrast is clear in the comparison between the cross-sectioned 
thighs shown in Hunter’s book and the more complete ones depicted in Jenty’s. 
These works share many features that clearly separate them from anatomical 
pictures in different and earlier traditions. The search for satisfying portrayals 
of the human body, a quest that unites art and anatomy, lay behind the work 
of men like Hunter and Jenty. As Hunter put it: ‘in Painting and Sculpture the 
power of representing the human body in all the variety of its circumstances 
as near as possible to the original reality must be an aquisition of the greatest 
consequence, because it is so essential to the effect of the work’.” The history 
of representations of the human figure can be fully understood only by reach- 
ing for a more fundamental level of human experience — that of myth and 
symbol. The religious reasons for attempts to capture human form are of 
special importance. John Flaxman made this clear when he lectured on sculp- 
ture at the Royal Academy in the early nineteenth century. His fourth lecture, 
‘On Science’, stressed ‘the circle of knowledge’, an expression he used to imply 
the need for a synthesis of art and science if the human figure were to be 
properly represented. He approvingly quoted Socrates as saying, “The human 
form is the most perfect of all forms, and contains in it the principles and 
powers of all inferior forms.’ He reinforced the point by referring to the view 
of the ancients that man was a microcosm, to ‘Revelation’, and to the general 
assent given, even in pagan countries, to the idea that the most beautiful human 
form was divine. 

Once it can be agreed that naturalism and realism must be analysed and not 
taken for granted, as too many works dealing with medical images still do, then 
attention can be turned to cultural motifs and historically-specific themes. Some 
possibilities relating to Hunter’s atlas have been suggested in this chapter. In 
addition to the theory and practice of kinship and theories of human develop- 
ment, they include areas ranging from epistemology and theories of repres- 
entation, on the one hand, to law and political theory, on the other, and include 
such art-historical topics as style, tradition and patronage. In other words, 
anatomical images raise extremely broad issues. Furthermore, they impinge 
on those boundaries in which societies have profound, if concealed, stakes. 
Depictions of medical subjects may be counted among those cultural artefacts 
that sustain fundamental distinctions and give them meaning. The Gravid Uterus 
touched on a number of such boundaries, most easily expressed through their 
related dichotomies: male/female, life/death, foetus/child, child/adult, science/ 
nature. The divide between life and death was called into question quite sharply 
during Hunter’s lifetime, especially by the medical community, both in their 
investigations into the possibilities for reviving the drowned or hanged, and in 
their efforts at preventing maternal and, above all, infant death. It is surely 
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important that so many anatomical pictures served as memento mort, as 1s most 
obvious in those that contain skulls and skeletons, particularly where the latter 
ate sitting up in response to the trumpet blast that heralds the Last Judgement. 
Lessons about death were often contained in the gesture and position of the 
figure, and the background and accompanying objects. These are far from 
extraneous to the image: on the contrary, they render it meaningful. They 
frame the image morally speaking, give it a mood, and guide viewers as to 
what they should attend to.“ The life-death dichotomy was raised in two forms 
by Hunter’s work and by similar productions. First, they dissected the dead in 
order to reveal, lay bare and ultimately comprehend the living, and second, in 
so doing, they opened for inspection the process of gestation, the giving of life 
and the coming into life, the implied opposite of which was non-existence, 
death. In producing his magnificent book, William Hunter did not capture an 
image of nature with an ‘innocent eye’; instead he unveiled historically specific 
cultural constructs and social relationships. 


44. The skeleton sitting up in response to a trumpet call is in Gamelin’s Nouveau Recueil d’Ostéologte (1779) 
and is reproduced in Bynum and Porter, 1985, p. 411; on death and related matters see McManners, 1981; 
La Découverte du Corps Humain, 1978, esp. p. 20; Hall, 1969, memento mori are discussed under ‘Skull’, p. 284 
and ‘Still Life’, pp. 291~—2; on attempts to revive the drowned see Chapter 9. 
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Cultures of Kinship 


The title of this final chapter includes two ideas that are notoriously difficult 
to handle. This does not mean that I am beginning with an apology. I am 
starting rather with an acknowledgement. The elusive qualities of ‘culture’ also 
constitute one of its main attractions. The allure of cultural history will not be 
revealed by any neat definition of its concepts, methods or sources. | therefore 
propose not to set out an agenda for this field, but to discuss an area — cultural 
constructions of the family in the eighteenth century — that has intrigued me 
for the last fifteen years or so.’ ‘An atea’ is perhaps too bland a way of putting 
it, these are matters that have absorbed me because they are at once intellec- 
tually and methodologically challenging, emotionally complex, and important 
to me in my life as a whole. They can be examined through a range of sources 
that I find delightful and endlessly absorbing — and I make no apology for that. 
Here I want to do some cultural history, even as I am implicitly reflecting on 
what the field is about. 

My use of the notion of kinship also demands a brief introductory com- 
ment. I chose it not just for its capacity to alliterate with culture, but because 
its use in anthropology has served to establish it as a general abstract term in 
a way that ‘family’, with its undertow of the particular, resists. It is perhaps 
unfortunate that when historians have used the term ‘kinship’ it has generally 
been of rules governing marriage, inheritance and household organisation. This 
is not my concern here. For me, kinship evokes the sense both that in a given 
society people are constantly and actively using ideas of affinity and that cul- 
tural historians can piece these uses together to produce general accounts of 
that society.” 


1. In addition to other chapters in this volume, see, for example, Jordanova, 1987a; Scarre, 1989, pp. 3— 
24; Jordanova, 1991. My interest in the history of the family started in the mid-1970s; I am tremendously 
indebted to Leonore Davidoff for many conversations on the subject since 1980. Since most of the larger 
issues dealt with here have been discussed earlier, the reader is referred to earlier chapters for the relevant 
literatures. 

2. Davidoff and Hall, 1987; Elshtain, 1982; Flandrin, 1979; Forster and Ranum, 1976; Gillis, 1974; 
Ginsburg and Rapp, 1995; Hunt, 1992; MacCormack and Strathern, 1980; O’Day, 1994; ‘Traer, 1980; Strathern, 
1992. Cf. Williams, 1983 for his definition of ‘family’. 1 am particularly grateful to Marilyn Strathern for her 
inspirational and challenging writings on gender and kinship as well as numerous conversations on these topics. 
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‘Cultures of kinship’ could encompass a great deal; here I am narrowing 
my focus in three ways — by taking a specific period, a particular problem, and 
a thematic case study. My material, which is largely British, comes from the 
second half of the eighteenth century — an era of decisive transformation in 
relation to what 1 am summing up in the word ‘kinship’. However, the particu- 
lar problem that intrigues me is not, I suspect, confined to the eighteenth 
century. It is this: scientific and medical modes of thought, of central import- 
ance for kinship in Western societies, understand their object of study, nature, 
in terms of the properties of things. In this period, it was the demonstrable, 
visible properties of matter that formed the most secure basis for authoritative 
knowledge. There is a great deal that this emphasis on what was visible in 
objects leaves out and cannot adequately conceptualise. It becomes difficult to 
give due attention to what is magical, holy, ideal, mysterious. It is possible, in 
fact, that as medicine in particular claimed to know more and more about 
reproduction, sexuality and ageing, all of which are central to kinship, more was 
left out, even extruded. Modes of imagining human relationships, especially the 
most intimate ones, were peripheral to scientific and medical discourses, which 
certainly could approach them in a mediated way and often recognised their 
significance, but nonetheless had to adopt special stances towards them. How 
then, and this is the problem that interests me, do cultures cope with this — 
what do they do with the bits that their most authoritative discourses, in this 
case science and medicine, find problematic, bits that are central to lived 
experience? My thematic case study, designed to explore these questions, is the 
relationship between mother and child, a prominent motif of the time. It was 
a subject of particular interest to medical practitioners, and it was invested with 
a teverence, an idealised quality, that indicates it was carrying elaborate invest- 
ments. This relationship was on the one hand studied scientifically, on the 
other made mysterious. 

What I have said so far may appear to be lacking in the very characteristic 
that supposedly makes history what it is — concreteness. Let me therefore turn 
immediately to a specific example, which vividly shows how lived kinship and 
represented kinship were intertwined in eighteenth-century England. 

Ann Ford, born in 1737, was a young, beautiful and talented woman, who 
sang and played at informal gatherings in her father’s house. But her life started 
to go badly wrong. She was courted by an old (married) aristocrat, she fell out 
with her father and uncle because she had repelled his advances, she tried to 
earn money by performing in public, she felt her reputation to have been 
impugned by the aristocrat’s public and dishonest treatment of her and by 
her father and uncle’s repudiation of her. To defend her reputation she pub- 
lished a pamphlet with a satirical ballad appended to it. She was not, however, 
‘ruined’; Ann Ford married and had children, published other works, and was 
immortalised in a splendid portrait by Gainsborough (see plate 24, p. 205).’ 


3. Hayes, 1975, pp. 37, 210, plate 54; Armstrong, 1904, pp. 102, 176-81; Leppert, 1988, pp. 40-2; 
Williamson, 1972, pp. 110-13; Lindsay, 1981, pp. 53-4; Todd, 1984, 302-3. 
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PLATE 24. Thomas Gainsborough, Portrait of Mrs Philip Thicknesse, 7760, oz/ on canvas, 
Bequest of Mrs Mary M. Emery, Cincinnats Art Museum. Ann Ford marned Philip 
Thicknesse in 1762. 
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Ann Ford was the daughter of a lawyer, Thomas Ford, and the niece of 
John Ford, a surgeon and midwife. Her pamphlet, _A Letter from Miss F——d, 
addressed to a person of distinction, was first published in 1761, and, while technically 
anonymous, it was easily attributable to her. It is a masterly piece of writing, 
carefully designed to elicit the sympathy of readers for her plight. The pamph- 
let consists of a blow by blow account of her relationship with a member of 
the aristocracy, whose intentions towards her are presented in an unpleasant 
light. The general scenario, a respectable young woman without fortune being 
pursued by an older man of higher status, was hardly unique. What sets Ann 
Ford’s pamphlet apart is, first, her absolute insistence that her perspective be 
publicly recorded and judged; second, her indictment of her father and uncle 
for colluding with his ‘L d p’ rather than supporting and protect- 
ing her; third, her status as a young unmatried women, who desired to make 
a musical career for herself, who asserted, in other words, her independence; 
and fourth, her active manipulation of words and music for her own ends. 

It is surely no coincidence that, as a musician, she adapted that most robust 
of musical forms, the ballad, for her own, very different purposes. In her 
musical version of the story, ‘A New Song to the Tune of Chevy-Chase’, the 
ballad has become a dirge, a relentless re-telling of her misfortunes: 











"Tis of a noble L——d I sing; 

An E l of high renown; 

Of whose achievements fame doth ring, 
Throughout this mighty town. 





Youthful and handsome once was he, 
And am’rous all his life; 

And all historians do agree 

That once he lov’d his wife. 


By Cupid arm’d with all his art 
T’assist the wanton trade; 
Among the gentle virgins hearts 
He grievous havock made. 


He laughing play’d with Cupid’s snares; 
It but his Hours amused; 

And often has been heard to swear, 
He never was refused. 


Time who destroy’d the walls of Troy, 
This Champion did defy; 

He kept the post of youth and joy, 
Nor from love’s field wou’d fly. 


In that vile place, the city call’d, 

A lovely maiden dwell’d; 

Whose charms his mighty heart subdued, 
And all his valour quell’d. 
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One day as am’rous Phaebus deign’d 
This pupil to inspire; 

While she to learn her lesson feign’d, 
She stole his fav’rite lyre. 


His stolen prize, in spight of shame, 
To all the world is known; 

Its praises too she boldly claims, 
And wears them as her own. 


He saw her smile; he heard her sing; 
He felt the raging smart; 

The pain so often felt before, 

Again possess’d his heart. 


Upon his knees the hero fell, 

He sigh’d, he wept, he swore; 
Offer’d his heart, his life, his soul, 
And eke his wealthy store. 


He try’d all ways that those who love 
Use to express their pain; 
From her white hand he took 
And drew it on again. 





her glove, 


Then to the charmer of his heart, 
He made his ardent pray’r, 

And vow’d to settle on his part, 
Right hundred pounds a year! 


The Maid with scorn his fruit repell’d; 
Her virtue stood the field; 

Her heart refused to be compell’d 

On such base terms to yield. 


This island L——-d was sorely griev’d 
To find she stood her ground; 

His pride was picqu’d, his hope decetv’d, 
Its first repulse had found. 

Dishonest love can never bear 

True virtue’s pride and scorn; 
Repulsed, its refuge is despair, 

Or to revenge will turn. 

I scorn my fate, the maiden said; 

The world’s applause Pll try; 

While vice her votaries has paid, 

Shall virtue silent die? 


The p 


Most meanly condescends 


r inform’ed of her design, 





To soil her fame, her project spoul’s 
In whispers to her friends. 
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With idle tales of this and that, 
He female ears amused; 

To shew his zeal, and his revenge, 
Five guineas he refused. 


Now God reform all noble L 
That lead unrighteous lives; 
May shame be still their just reward, 
That do defraud their wives.’ 





ds, 


In relating her experiences in this way, Ann Ford mobilised a story, perhaps 
we should say a myth, that enjoyed a certain currency by the 1760s, the fall 
of a young innocent woman, through the loss of her sexual virtue to a man of 
the world. The end point of that fall was, successively, prostitution, venereal 
disease and death — a fall that always stands in implied contrast to an ideal 
female life of chaste courtship, a well-chosen marriage, and responsible, happy 
motherhood.’ This scenario lurks in Ford’s text, which makes clear her heroism 
in not actually succumbing. Her real anxiety becomes explicit when she speaks 
of whether Lord Jersey could imagine it possible to ‘purchase my person’.° 
The alternative to prostitution, even in its most genteel of forms, was a musical 
cateet, which she claims should be ‘looked upon in as favourable a light, as a 
surgeon or midwife’ — a biting reference to her uncle, and his profession, which 
was far from being morally stable.’ Ann Ford had to tread a delicate path, since 
her decision to go public could, in fact did, elicit hostile comments about 
washing dirty linen in public — a charge that was more barbed because she was 
a woman, a woman furthermore who had placed herself outside the protection 
of her male kinsfolk. Ann Ford’s mother, we should note, is absent, presumably 
dead. While she may have detached herself from her family, she was firmly 
allied with other networks. Ann Ford moved in fashionable circles, and this is 
how she met both Gainsborough and the man who in 1762 was to become her 
husband, the pugnacious Philip Thicknesse. He had been married twice before, 
was the author of at least 24 works, but enjoyed no stable career. His whole life 
suggests an inability to settle, either literally, in terms of occupation and home, 
or metaphorically, in terms of people or ideas. He engaged in lengthy legal 
battles over family property and was on spectacularly bad terms with his son 
by his second wife, whom he attacked in his memoirs. Gillray’s splendid car- 
toon of 1790 portrayed him as Dr Gallstone; its surfeit of detail, both visual 
and textual, conveys his multifarious interests and activities as well as his bile 
(see cover illustration)." 


4. Ford, 1761, pp. 41-7. 

5. Lonsdale, 1984, no. 438 is Thomas Holcroft’s remarkable 1785 poem, Zhe Dying Prostitute, an Elegy. On 
motals and prostitution see Roberts, 1992, ch. 10; Andrew, 1989; Compston, 1917; Speck, 1980. 

6. Ford, 1761, p. 38. 

7. Ibid., p. 17. 

8. On Thicknesse see Gosse, 1952; Chapter 2 of this volume; the works on Gainsborough cited in 
note 3 above, Dictionary of National Biography, vol. XTX, pp. 612-13. 
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Of particular interest for our explorations of kinship, however, is one of 
Thicknesse’s publications on medical/health issues — he had briefly worked for 
an apothecary — entitled Man-Midwifery Analysed, first published in 1764. His 
diatribe, for that is what it was, went through three editions, in 1764, 1765 
and 1790 respectively, and the last one is dedicated to none other than John 
Ford, Ann Ford’s uncle, the surgeon and midwife. The dedication, which was 
satcastic rather than laudatory — he called Ford his ‘sinister uncle’ — became an 
occasion for yet more unbridled hostility towards what Thicknesse dubbed the 
‘obstetric gentry’. 

_ The basic arguments that Thicknesse put forward had become common- 
place by the 1790s. He advanced simultaneously on a number of fronts — the 
indecency of having men attend women in childbirth, the superiority of “Goody 
Nature’ in this regard, the foolishness of women in agreeing to be delivered by 
men, and the association of man-midwifery with what was foreign and fashion- 
able.’ Thicknesse’s language was intense, heightened, venomous. For instance, 
he suggested that man-midwifery was a step on the road to prostitution: “But, 
husbands, I ask you, whether Doctors are not men? and whether you are not 
fools to submit to such insults? If the women will have the male gender about 
their persons, let them send to Italy for castrato operators.’ And in the pages 
that followed, Thicknesse made it plain that ‘the preservation of the Empire’ 
depended on eradicating such male practitioners.'’ The work is full of spite, 
double entendres and horror stories — some probably autobiographical. 

The lives and writings of Ann Ford and Philip Thicknesse neatly exemplify 
a number of important themes in eighteenth-century cultural life. Both of 
them were exceptionally explicit about the tensions that existed around not just 
the conduct of family life and of sexual relationships but how these were to be 
represented and debated. The materials relating to this admittedly unusual couple 
enable us to apprehend particularly vividly the energies that animated their 
concerns, to see these concerns at work in a number of domains including art, 
medicine, music and literature, to watch the varied forms they took. 

Their concerns were in no way idiosyncratic. I take both Ann Ford and 
Philip Thicknesse to be preoccupied with matters of kinship, with the organ- 
isation of family life and with the cultural patterns that determine, express, 
and alter patterns of intimacy. They reveal something of the cultural stakes, the 
psychic-cum-political investment, the symbolic charge that contemporaries found 
in the autonomy of women and the conduct of childbirth. I am summing up 
such issues by the word ‘kinship’. I am interested in something that has been 
a dimension of this word since its earliest uses in English around the middle 
of the nineteenth century.'* This ‘something’ has two aspects: the idea that in 
specific societies ‘family’ is a structured element, which has a systematic quality 
that can be reconstructed by scholars, and that when this has been done gen- 
eral features of that society can be understood. In using ‘systematic’ here, I do 


9. Thicknesse, 1790, p. 71. 
10. Thicknesse, 1764, p. 3. 
11. Thicknesse, 1790, pp. 80, 82. 
12. Oxford English Dictionary: see the entries for ‘kin’ and its cognates. 
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not mean to suggest there was only one way of experiencing and representing 
kinship at any one time. I hope that my explorations show, among other things, 
that very different notions of familial relationships co-existed at a given time 
and place. I use ‘systematic’ to suggest that models of kinship had entailments, 
implicit logics, that even if fully coherent paradigms did not exist, people, more 
or less consciously, worked through the implications of their beliefs about the 
nature of the family. As a cultural historian, 1 want to watch them doing this. 

Inevitably, the cultural history of the family is a vast topic. Every cultural 
artefact is touched in some way or other by so fundamental a zone. I am 
concentrating here on relations between mothers and children and I should like 
to explain briefly why. Eighteenth-century thinkers found the family profoundly 
interesting. Many did so because they took it to be a natural unit, the first 
society, the most fundamental and universal unit of human organisation. Of all 
its parts, motherhood was the most natural. My contention is that the equation 
between the family and nature in the eighteenth century only makes sense in 
the context of the rise to dominance of a taxonomic mode of thought, that ts, 
an obsession with classifying all nature’s products, together with an infatuation 
with the charisma of ‘nature’, which impelled people to search for naturalistic 
accounts of familial relationships. The relations between mother and child were 
especially interesting, since they seemed of all kin relations the most deeply 
embedded in nature. There were many further shifts, preoccupations and social 
processes that led eighteenth-century culture-makers to the mother/child bond 
— it was overdetermined that philanthropists, lawyers, medical practitioners and 
so on should become interested in this relationship. But explaining, under- 
standing and representing it presented huge challenges to all these groups. 
Finding an adequate imagery for the relationship that went beyond the banal 
strained the imaginative capacities of writers and artists alike. 

My argument has two complementary facets; first I shall trace one way in 
which naturalistic explanations of the mother/child relationship were pursued 
by those professionally committed to the scientific study of medicine. I shall 
do so by examining the interest in exactly how the placenta functioned, which 
first became a topic of intense medical concern in the second half of the 
eighteenth century. Second, I will explore what this relentless naturalisation 
leaves out, denies, renders fugitive — I shall call this remnant ‘the sacred’. I will 
consider how the sacredness of motherhood is imagined in the eighteenth 
century, using among other examples the popularity of Szabat Mater, the 
medieval poem of uncertain authorship that officially entered the Roman 
Missal and Breviary in 1727, and that continued to attract composers, writers 
and audiences alike throughout the nineteenth century.” 

I have set up this argument through the examples of Ann Ford and Philip 
Thicknesse in order to indicate how what might appear to be abstract concerns 
could be grounded in the lives of real people, and also to convey something of 
the affect with which they were invested. It was not just that man-midwifery 
was controversial, that feelings about it ran high, but that these were precisely 


13. Sadie, 1980, vol. 18, pp. 36-7; Julian, 1957, vol. 2, pp. 1081-4. 
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focused on the physical and moral intrusion that a man touching a parturient 
woman constituted, and on the contagious quality of this intrusion, which 
could spread, like an infectious disease, to a whole nation."* Man-midwifery 
was unsettling. This perceived threat to an entire social order was bound up 
with the sense that Nature had been displaced. Nature, personified as ‘the old 
Lady’, ‘Goody Nature’, was presented by Thicknesse as the suffocated victim 
of French male midwives. When he fulminated about this threat, the name he 
most often invoked was that of William Smellie, whose writings on midwifery 
wete indeed directed to young male practitioners wishing to make careers that 
included midwifery.'? He might just as easily have directed his venom at William 
Hunter, who enjoyed a certain notoriety as well as fame when it came to 
obstetrics. I am interested in Hunter in this context not so much because 
of his activities in actually delivering children, but because of his relentless 
curiosity about reproductive processes. If, as in the typical denunciation of 
men-midwives, it was considered that they touched and saw inappropriately, 
Hunter did so on a grand scale, because he felt driven, not only to procure the 
bodies of women who had died at different stages of pregnancy for the pur- 
poses of dissection, but also to represent these dissections in words and 
images, and to pursue an experimental approach towards the tissues he studied. 
So far as I know he was not a vivisectionist, but he was interested in fiddling 
around with human parts, so to speak, an interest he shared with his younger 
brother John, one of the great heroes of nineteenth-century British medicine." 

Interest in the placenta was by no means new: it goes back to the earliest 
systematic work on medicine and was given new energy with Harvey’s work 
on the circulation of the blood.’’ My interest in late eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century controversies about the placenta lies, at least in part, in the 
fact that they were technical, requiring detailed anatomical and physiological 
knowledge and a proven record of observation and experiment if participants 
wete to be taken seriously. While the writings of Ford and Thicknesse are 
revealing, they do not possess this more technical dimension, thus, while they 
ate useful in revealing the quality of affect that surrounded disputed kinship, 
and something of the circumstances in which such disputes were rooted, like 
all-sources.they are mited.. Two assumptions are being made here: first, putting 
diverse sources together is helpful not just because they are diverse but because 
we can trace particular resonances between them; second, any engagement with 
sources that appealed to nature as a norm, a set of laws, must take seriously 
the complexities of the most authoritative natural knowledge. William and John 
Hunter’s views of the placenta claim our attention precisely because of the 
authority with which they were invested, both by themselves and by their 


14. Porter, 1987a; Fores, 1793. 

15. Thicknesse, 1764, pp. 5-6, 21, and 1765, pp. 34, 41-4; Smellie, 1752-64 and 1754. Wilson, 1995, 
esp. ch. 9. 

16. It should be stressed that, as Adrian Wilson has pointed out, as a practitioner of midwifery William 
Hunter was notably non-interventionist, 1995, ch. 13. On John Hunter and his reputation see Jacyna, 1983. 
Cf. Lawrence and Shapin, 1998, ch. 5 (by Lawrence), and Jordanova, 1997. 

17. Adams, 1858; De Witt, 1959. 
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followers, because of the powerful technologies through with they broadcast 
their claims — I am thinking particularly of their visual representations — and 
because of the coherent overall vision of gestation that they elaborated in the 
process. 

The famous atlas that William Hunter published in 1774 with its parallel 
Latin and English texts and lavish illustrations includes pictures of a number 
of placentas, but very little commentary on what was already a vexing physio- 
logical and anatomical issue — what was the placenta, how did it work, was it 
of the mother, the child or both? We know more about William Hunter’s ideas 
on this subject by virtue of the nineteenth-century editions of a manuscript left 
unpublished at his death in 1783. Medical interest in the placenta continued to 
grow over the nineteenth century, even if the issues that animated it shifted 
somewhat. For the Hunters the challenge was twofold — to give an accurate 
account of placental structure and to explain its mode of operation, both of 
which involved sorting out the contributions of the mother and of the foetus 
to this puzzling organ. Here is William Hunter on the subject: 


[The placenta’s] internal surface...is glossy, hard and compact in its texture, and 
beautifully marked with ramifications of the umbilical vessels. 

The human placenta, as well as that of quadrupeds, is a composition of two parts 
intimately blended, an umbilical or infantile, and an uterine portion. One is a continua- 
tion of the umbilical vessels of the foetus, the other is an efflorescence of the internal 
part of the uterus. 


He concluded: 


in the umbilical portion the arteries terminate in the veins by a continuity of canal, 
whereas in the uterine portion, there are intermediate cells, into which the arteries 
terminate, and from which the veins begin." 


Hunter’s account is revealing in a number of respects. He located his findings 
within the implied framework of comparative anatomy — a field in which his 
brother was especially prominent. His evidence was derived from dissection, 
from injecting blood vessels with different coloured waxes and from preparing 
tissue so as to reveal its true composition. He understood the placenta to be 
both maternal and foetal; an intimate blending. He responded aesthetically 
to its physical qualities, even as he recognised that the different membranes 
surrounding the child resist separation and cannot be visually represented. The 
images of placentas in William Hunter’s atlas are striking, by virtue of their 
abstract, almost surreal quality (see plate 25, p. 213). 

I have discussed William Hunter’s studies of the placenta for three reasons 
— to show the complexity and range of responses this organ elicited in him, to 
draw attention to his focus on a physical structure that, as it were, carried 


18. Hunter, 1843, pp. 32, 33, 39. 
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PLATE 25. Wilham Hunter, Anatomia Uteri Humani Gravidi, 1774, engraving, plate X, 
‘Fig. 1_A view of the outside of the forepart of the womb, as it appeared when quite dry; 
exhibiting a specimen of the uterine vessels, at the part where the placenta adhered. Fig. 2 The 
inside of the placenta, which was injected by umbilical vessels after it was taken out of the womb. 
Fig. 3 A portion of the internal surface of the womb, from a woman who had died two days 
after delivery’ Wellcome Institute Library, London. 


within it a familial relationship, and to point out that his model of mother/ 
child interaction is one of intense intimacy. Earlier generations certainly believed 
in a direct, unmediated connection with mother and embryo, and the capacity 
of the maternal imagination to affect the child mm utero remained a topic of 
discussion in the eighteenth century. The surgeon Samuel Sharp also assumed 
a direct connection when, returning from his European travels, he noted in his 
Letters from Italy of 1767 a propensity to goitre in Savoy: 
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PLATE 26. [% Sesone, Thirteen diagrams of fetuses in the womb in varying positions, 
two obstetrical chairs and several instruments, not dated, etching, Wellcome Institute 
Library, London. 


I was curious in my examination, whether any children were born with this malady 
upon them: I did not know but that the blood of the mother, imbued with snow-water, 
might operate this effect upon the foetus before the birth... .”” 


If there were a number of ways in which the mother/foetus link was imagined, 
so too a variety of visual idioms co-existed. Despite the prominence of the 
Hunterian vision of tight physical embrace and intimate blending, which is 
found to varying degrees in many medical illustrations of the second half of the 
eighteenth century, images suggesting a looser fit between the two beings, if I 
can put it that way, were also in circulation. For some the foetus remained a 
mannikin — an idea that persisted in eighteenth-century encyclopedia illustra- 
tions. We may note the adult bodily proportions given to the child, the spaces 
surrounding it and the undifferentiated placenta (see plate 26, above). 

Let me now turn briefly to John Hunter, a man, by all accounts, somewhat 
lacking in charm but possessed of abundant self-importance. In his paper, “On 
the Structure of the Placenta’, Hunter set out his claims to have discovered the 
precise nature of ‘the connexion between the mother and foetus in the human 
subject’ in 1754: “The facts now being ascertained and universally acknow- 
ledged, I consider myself as having a just claim to the discovery of the structure 
of the placenta, and its communication with the uterus.” He made it perfectly 
clear that he had led William to the idea, that other opinions on the subject 


19. Sharp, 1767, p. 298. On maternal imagination see Huet, 1993, ch. 3. 
20. John Hunter, 1837, vol. 4, pp. 60, 62. 
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PLATE 27. James Palmer, ed., The Works of John Hunter, 7837, plates volume, 

plate XXXIV, ‘Fig. 1 A part of a uterus at the ninth month of utero-gestation, with a 
portion of the placenta, to show the mode in which the blood-vessels of the mother communicate 
with it... Fig. 2 Is a section of the monkey figured in [earher] plates...’ (p. 19). Wellcome 
Institute Library, London. 


were worthless, and that his, John’s, authority on this matter should prevail. 
The text implies that he drew this authority from three specific sources: com- 
patative anatomy, embryology, and pathology, i.e. extra-uterine pregnancies. 
Hunter provided a picture to back up his argument (see plate 27, above). 
This was important since, in the last analysis, his position rested on visual 
inspection, on others seeing what he saw. Many did not. The best example of 
this refusal, which I interpret as a refusal not just of the Hunter brothers’ 
detailed claims about the placenta, but of their claims to authority in general 
and of their vision of the maternal/foetal relationship in particular, came from 
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Jesse Foot, whose scandalous biography of John Hunter was published in 1794, 
a mere year after his death — scandalous because its principal aim was to make 
Hunter appear ridiculous. Foot died in 1826, but four years previously he had 
cut up a copy of his biography and mounted it in three albums with many 
additional pictures, some prints, and some original water-colours of scenes 
from Hunter’s life. One of his jibes against John Hunter is particularly striking 
— the claim, backed up by an appropriate print, that Hunter’s picture of the 
placenta looks like a map of the moon; both images are equally unhelpful and 
speculative.”’ What purported to be a literal representation of nature has been 
recast as science fiction. Foot homed in on his target with uncanny accuracy. 
The images of the placenta produced by both William and John Hunter were 
indeed abstract, they strained to represent the topography of placental flesh, to 
give that flesh a structure, to make real, concrete and comprehensible a part of 
the organic world to which a bit of mystery clung then as it continues to cling 
now.” As such their images could elicit disbelief, revulsion and ridicule. 

It is possible for the cultural historian to recognise the existence of mystery 
without perpetuating it. The mystery emanates, I suggest, in this case from 
three sources: from long-held ‘popular’ assumptions about the special qualities 
of the afterbirth, which were allied with anxieties about birth itself; from the 
genuine difficulty in making out the constituent parts of the placenta by visual 
inspection; and from the very invisibility of conception and gestation, which 
necessarily made them fertile ground for the imagination. Precisely because of 
the emotional energies that gathered around pregnancy, birth and infant death 
in the eighteenth century, the attempts of men such as William and John 
Hunter to bring a self-consciously scientific point of view to bear upon these 
topics were controversial. On the one hand they could be placed within the 
main stream of Enlightenment thought and practice — careful, observational 
work, adding to the sum of human knowledge, and increasing human well- 
being. Understanding the placenta and how to manage it had obvious payoff 
— one of the women William Hunter dissected for his atlas had ‘died of a 
flooding in the last month of pregnancy’, her placenta was ‘inside the mouth 
of the womb, under the child’s head, and detached from the womb; the occa- 
sion of the fatal hemorrhage’.” On the other hand the Hunters’ activities could 
equally well be construed as meddling and hubristic — a position taken up even 
by some medical practitioners, such as Francis Adams, who commented on 
their work. 

Claims to secular knowledge have long been vulnerable to this type of critic- 
ism, but it finds it mark considerably more easily where matters of kinship are 
concerned. More specifically, knowledge of processes of reproduction can readily 
be construed as profoundly threatening. This is because reproductive processes 


21. Foot, 1794, p. 222; the Grangerized version is in the Wellcome Institute Library, London and I am 
particularly grateful to John Symons for drawing my attention to this rich source. Hunter, 1835-37; Adams, 
1858; on Jesse Foot’s attack on John Hunter see also Jordanova, 1997. 

22. I am grateful to Robin Dixon for drawing my attention to this point and for many stimulating 
conversations on kinship arising from his doctoral work at the University of Essex on the couvade and 
fatherhood in modern Britain, which is based on extensive oral history interviews. 

23. Hunter, 1774, commentaries on plates XI and XII; Adams, 1858. 
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constitute a moral, social, political and psychic scaffolding, so that tinkering 
with one part, or rearranging the parts, causes a ripple effect. This is a general 
proposition that may apply to many times and places, but it has a perfectly 
specific relevance to the second half of the eighteenth century. At that time 
reproductive matters had the capacity to profoundly unsettle people, and this 
accounts for the almost insanely violent responses, as they seem to our eyes, 
to many aspects of midwifery in the period.” 

Why? Let me put it quite bluntly. The work of men such as the Hunters 
made visible for the first time foetuses at different stages of development, the 
uterus at different stages of pregnancy. They brought together images that 
purported to tell it as it really was. They did so by cutting up women who had 
died at various stages of pregnancy and by investigating pregnant animals. The 
cultural context in which they did all this was permeated by an enthusiasm for 
knowing and naming the parts of nature. In the circumstances it was inevitable 
that, not always consciously, there was a powerful dynamic set up between 
reproduction as it was felt and as it had previously been represented, and 
scientific and medical approaches to it — we would do well to remember that 
‘reproduction’ was itself a new word at the time, which for some commentators 
carried with it precisely the threat of a scientific demystification of the sacred 
in a way that the earlier term ‘generation’ had not.” I am noting not only the 
novelty of the Hunters’ project, but the historical specificity of this era with 
respect to an uneasy relationship between naturalistic views of procreation and 
a sense of the sacredness of the mother/child bond. I am emphatically not 
suggesting, however, that the eighteenth century was the first time when people 
grieved over the premature death of children or worried about their capacity 
to procreate successfully; I am indicating that the quality of their griefs and 
anxieties, the forms of their expression, are historically specific. 

We may be struck, for example, by the number of poems written by women 
on abortion, infant death, pregnancy and birth in the two wonderful anthol- 
ogies of eighteenth-century verse compiled by Roger Lonsdale. These poems 
mostly deploy what might be called an everyday religious language combined 
with languages of nature. They convey an emotional intensity not in any 
way metaphysical or high-flown as well as a passionate identification of the 
mother with her child — the theme of the Stabat Mater poem. What makes these 
eighteenth-century poems all the more striking is that one of the most 
eloquent of them, entitled 7o a Little Invisible Being who is Eexpected Soon to Become 
Visible, composed in 1795, was by a woman, Anna Laetitia Barbauld, who 
never herself bore a child. It is a poem of anticipation and longing, which, 
while it extols the ‘germ of new life’, also acknowledges the simultaneous 
separateness and dependency of the foetus: 


24. The association of man-midwifery with Frenchness is a case in point. On the (gendered) use of 
Frenchness in English moralising of the period see Cohen, 1996 and Donald, 1996. It has been very hard 
for historians to explain why the management of childbirth elicited such powerful emotional responses, 
partly because they have tended to see it in terms of professionalism. A new historiography is beginning to 
emerge, however, e.g. Bynum and Porter, 1985; Marland, 1993; Wilson, 1995. 

25. Jordanova, 1995a pursues these issues in more detail. 
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... the stranger guest, 
fed with her life through many a tedious moon.” 


A poetic example, or indeed a visual one, makes the point particularly force- 
fully that a relationship is in question. It is, if I can so express myself, what 
happens in the metaphorical space between mother and child that interests 
Barbauld. Once the child is conceived, this space opens up, filled at first by the 
mothet’s fantasies and those of others around her and then by the newly visible 
being and its reactions, and eventually by dynamic interactions between the key 
players. Through such interactions something new comes into being, which 
goes beyond the individuals involved. It was difficult, perhaps impossible, 
to build a fully naturalistic language through which such a complex relation- 
ship was satisfactorily conceptualised, and yet these multi-faceted affinities 
were nonetheless vividly apprehended. This difficulty lent attraction to the 
scientific-cum-medical approach, which examined natural objects for their per- 
manent characteristics, and found ways of explaining them in their material 
composition. The naturalistic mode of thought, which recast relationships as the 
physical properties of natural objects, was readily available, and was attractive 
in being already the centrepiece of natural history and natural philosophy. The 
idea of taxonomy, with its emphasis on visible traits, was its kernel; the concern 
was to develop systems of classification certainly for all of nature, and, for 
many savants of the eighteenth century, for social and cultural phenomena as 
well. The passion for classification that swept the educated classes of this 
period, and the broad appeal of natural history, especially botany, are too well 
known to require elaboration here.’ 

The infatuation with nature-with-a-capital-N took many forms, among them 
collecting, preserving, representing and identifying specimens, especially of plants, 
shells, fossils and animals of manageable size. This was the era of nosologies 
— tables of diseases and their symptoms, listed as if they were flowers or stones.” 
It was also the era of fierce controversies over precisely how objects were to 
be classified, whether by some convenient, but artificial system — one that is, 
thought up by human beings — or by some natural system, that is, by using 
characteristics in the objects themselves that genuinely expressed their relation- 
ships to one another. Common to both sides in the controversies was a widely 
shared belief in the importance of classification as an analytical tool and a com- 
mon taxonomic vocabulary — a language of kinship. Affinity, likeness, relation- 
ship, family were key terms, and clusters of animals and plants were increasingly 
represented in branching diagrams that resembled family trees. Classification stood 
for a particular way of knowing the natural world, primarily through carefully 
observing the characteristics of objects. It was in this period a largely static form 
of knowledge — hence to note an affinity was to register formal resemblances, 


26. Lonsdale, 1989, no. 201, lines 1, 23—4. 

27. Delaporte, 1982; Jardine e a/, 1996, part 2; Benjamin, 1991, ch. 4; Pointon, 1997, ch. 4; Hankins, 
1985, ch. 5. 

28. The works of Linnaeus and Cullen exemplify the point. See Bynum and Porter, 1993a, ch. 17 (by 
Bynum), esp. pp. 343-8. 
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not to assert that one was the progenitor of the other or that they had common 
ancestry. Indeed it could be argued that evolutionary ideas, which were beginning 
to be explored in the last two decades or so of the eighteenth century, became 
explosive exactly because they offered a scientific way of understanding relation- 
- ships of kinship over aeons of time, and by that token explicitly challenged one 
of the pockets where a sense of the sacred had been placed.” 

I now want to consider the sacred in slightly more detail, and to examine 
ways of understanding the relationships between mothers and children that 
sought to acknowledge and celebrate them as bonds that were not to be viol- 
ated because they were in some sense holy. Such a statement does not imply 
a romanticised view of the past — often the sacred was used quite manipulatively, 
especially in attempts to mobilise philanthropic and reformist sentiment around 
the family in the eighteenth century. Rather, it involved what appears to us as 
a conservatism about motherhood in stressing the transcendent joys of mater- 
nity and in mystifying, often for nakedly political ends, the unique status of the 
mother. I am not criticising naturalisations of kinship and applauding its 
sacralisation. On the contrary, I want to reveal the dynamics between them at 
a specific historical moment, in order to appreciate the energy this generated. 
To do so involves, I believe, turning to the funds of Christian imagery that 
were not only available but also attractive to Catholics and Protestants alike in 
the eighteenth century (see plate 28, p. 220). I suspect that Mary, mother of 
Christ, appealed to both groups not least because there were so many varia- 
tions that could be elaborated on the original theme. Other Christian imagery 
also maintained its appeal — the figure of the penitent Magdalen, visions of 
charity as a woman suckling a baby, often surrounded by children, Mary and 
Elizabeth with their respective sons, the judgement of Solomon, the massacre 
of the innocents and so on (see plate 29, p. 221).* 

Take the example of Solomon, who, according to the first book of Kings, 
chapter 3, married the daughter of Pharaoh (or, as the King James version put 
it, ‘made affinity’ with her), asked God for wisdom — ‘an understanding heart 
to judge thy people, that I may discern good and bad’ — and put his wisdom 
to the test when two harlots came before him each claiming to be the mother 
of a baby boy. They had given birth within a few days of each other, but one of 
the infants died, and his mother swapped the babies round, claiming the live 
one as her own. 


24 And the king said, Bring me a sword. And they brought a sword before the king. 
25 And the king said, Divide the living child in two, and give half to the one, and half 
to the other. 


The unknown librettist of Handel’s So/omon, written in 1748, continued with 
the first harlot, the real mother, imploring Solomon, with a maternal pathos 
reminiscent of Mary’s suffering by the cross, not to kill her child: 


29. In relation to early ‘evolutionary’ ideas, on Eramus Darwin’s theories, see McNeil, 1987; on Lamarck’s 
see Corsi, 1988. 
30. Warner, 1976; Warner, 1985 is also relevant. 
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PLATE 28. Amon., The Amiable Mother, 1790, mezzotint, Wellcome Institute Library, 
London. This image of simple motherhood, which is indicative of the general enthusiasm for good 
mothering in the period, 1s also displaced in time and place, by implication to a better world, 
possibly that of Renaissance Ltaly. 
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Can I see my infant gor’d? 

With the fierce relentless sword? 
Can I see him yield his breath, 
Smiling at the hand of death? 
And behold the purple tides 
Gushing down his tender sides? 
Rather be my hopes beguil’d, 
Take him all — but spare my child. 


The king’s summing up both asserted his special insight: 


The stern decision was to trace with art, 
The secret dictates of the human heart. 


and defined the qualifications for genuine motherhood: 


She who would bear the fierce decree to hear, 
Nor send one sigh, nor shed one pious tear, 
Must be a stranger to a mother’s name —” 


Commentators agree that this scene is the centrepiece of the opera, first 
performed at Covent Garden in 1749, when, significantly enough, the three 
main female parts, Solomon’s Queen, the first harlot and the Queen of Sheba, 
were all sung by the same performer.” The opera is emotionally eloquent, and 
it also produces a sense of stability. Solomon dedicates his temple, enters a happy 
marriage, dispenses wisdom and justice, and brings off a diplomatic coup when 
the Queen of Sheba pays him extravagant homage. Handel’s librettist created 
a vision that was especially apt for mid-eighteenth-century Britain in its cel- 
ebration of conjugal bliss, devoted motherhood and paternal wisdom. Although 
these were presented as desirable, attainable goals, they are also invested with 
a certain mystique. Being a loving wife and a good mother was given a sacred 
quality, and these virtues were mobilised in organised attempts to reform and 
improve the family. 

A combination of realistic reform and idealised domesticity was a com- 
mon motif in eighteenth-century responses to collapsed kinship. It spurred the 
foundation of the Foundling Hospital, with which Handel, like Hogarth, was 
so closely associated, the Magdalen Hospital for Penitent Prostitutes, and 
many other organisations. Prominent among such institutions were those for 
which Jonas Hanway, the indefatigable merchant philanthropist, worked. In a 
sense I have derived my main theme from Hanway, and in particular from his 
Sentimental History of Chimney Sweepers, published in 1785, which is the most overt 
example I know of the deliberate cultivation of an aura of specialness around 


31. Handel, 1965, pp. 4—5. 

32. Ihave quoted from a modern translation, available with the CD of So/omon: for a more ‘old-fashioned’ 
version see Handel, 1965, pp. 4-5. On Solomon, see Deutsch, 1955, p. 660; Keates, 1986, pp. 285-6. Smith, 
1995 offers a subtle analysis of the political resonances of So/omon, esp. pp. 309-17. 
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PLATE 30. 7? Cook, The Foundling Hospital: The Achievement of Arms, and Captain 
Coram and several Children, Carrying Implements of Work, a Church and Ships in 
the Distance, engraving, 1809, after William Hogarth, 1739, Wellcome Institute Library, London. 


the relations between parents and children, in the name of preserving, both 
physically and morally, the lives of infants — indeed, for him infancy was “a 
sacred state of life’ (see plate 30, above).”° 


33. Hanway, 1785, p. 44; Taylor, 1979 and 1985; Hutchins, 1940, chs 2 and 5; Compston, 1917; Andrew, 
1989, esp. chs 2, 3, 4; McClure, 1981. 
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Thus the sacredness of kinship had many aspects, which became evident not 
only in representations of mothers and children, but in institutions and the 
animating concerns that inspired their foundation. Accordingly, while London’s 
Foundling Hospital was controversial, those who supported it were able to 
draw on widespread concern about the wastage of infant life, about the misery 
of fallen women, about threats to marriage as an institution. Here were forms 
of collapsed kinship that demanded reform, that is, to be returned to their 
sacred state. These concerns had their hard edge, being born of anxieties about 
population, national vigour and mercantile strength. They also had another 
side, a desire for identification with idealised figures or states, which was a 
necessary corollary in fact to the condemnation of bad mothering, sexual 
immorality, infanticide, child neglect and so on. It is for this reason that the 
image of the happy mother, which often included either a naked breast or a 
child suckling and was reminiscent of representations of Charity, came into 
such prominence in the second half of the eighteenth century — it stood for 
what was simultaneously natural and sacred, healthy and moral, practical and 
symbolic. The breast-feeding woman was a somewhat magical figure, a talis- 
man perhaps, so that commentators could imagine that, with enough such 
women, their society would all right. She embodied profound benevolence (see 
plates 28, 29, pp. 220-1). But exuberant, lactating maternity could all too 
easily turn into maternity ruptured, through the grief of bereavement. 

A specific inflection was given to maternal grief in this period, I contend, 
by the passionate belief, a new phenomenon, that death could indeed be held 
at bay. Indeed, many medical practitioners were explicit on this point — to a 
significant degree they built their professional identity around their imagined 
capacity to prevent disease and death. Certainly only some diseases, some deaths 
were thought to be preventable, but the crucial issue is practitioners’ growing 
desire to achieve this and their growing belief that they actually could. Philan- 
thropists similarly believed it was their duty to reduce unnecessary deaths, 
especially of small children. It seems to me that the public at large, if I may 
invoke so crude a notion, shared a sense of the injustice of much death and 
disease, and of the realistic possibility that they could be staved off. Nowhere 
was this clearer than in relation to infant mortality, which, a /a mode de Hanway, 
became a highly, and increasingly emotive subject over the eighteenth century.” 
As a result, the grief of the mother at her loss could be framed in a new way, 
as a tragedy that should not have happened. If, in the freshly sentimental view 
of motherhood in the eighteenth century, families could be supremely happy 
in an uncomplicated way, so, if things went wrong, could they justly be dis- 
traught. In Solomon, even a harlot is portrayed as devastated at the loss of her 
child, which was not to condone her dishonesty in passing another’s child off 


34. Depictions of ‘charity’ that included a breast-feeding woman exemplify the point. Much has been 
made of Rousseau’s enthusiasm for breast-feeding and of the fashionable status it acquired. Duncan, 1973 
remains an excellent study of images of motherhood in the period. See also Schiebinger, 1993, ch, 2. 

35. Rosen, 1976; Buchan, 1769 opened his Domestic Medicine with some trenchant comments on the 
importance and the real possibility of reducing infant mortality. 
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as her own. A baby’s death came to be construed as unnecessary, as a trial 
almost beyond endurance, indeed as a collective loss — hence the need for 
reforming institutions and philanthropic activists. 

Consider, for example, the poem written by the sister of John and Charles 
Wesley, Mehetabel Wright, and published in 1733, Zo an Infant Exprring the Second 
Day of its Barth: 


Tender softness, infant mild, 
Perfect, purest, brightest child; 
Transient lustre, beauteous clay, 
Smiling wonder of a day; 

Ere the last convulsive start 

Rends the unresisting heart; 

Ere the long-enduring swoon 
Weights thy precious eyelids down; 
Oh! regard a mother’s moan, 
Anguish deeper than thy own! 
Fairest eyes, whose dawning light 
Late with rapture blessed my sight, 
Ere your orbs extinguished be, 
Bend their trembling beams on me, 
Drooping sweetness, verdant flower, 
Blooming, withering in an hour, 
Ere thy gentle breast sustains 
Latest, fiercest, vital pains, 

Hear a suppliant! Let me be 
Partner in thy destiny!” 


Wright’s desire to die with her child was taken up, in reverse as it were, by Jane 
Cave, in her poem Written a Few Hours before the Birth of a Child, published in 
1786, which ends: 


One wish to name [’'d humbly dare, 
If death thy pleasure be; 

O may the harmless babe I bear 
Haply expire with me.”’ 


Both poems express an intense identification of mother with child, and it is 
precisely this theme that is so striking an element of the Stabat Mater verses, 
with the significant addition of the identification of the poet with the grieving 
mother. There is a merging of griefs in the poem, as there was in Mehetabel 


Wright’s: 


36. Lonsdale, 1989, no. 81. 
37. Ibid., no. 247, lines 13~16. 
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Is there one who would not weep 
Whelm’d in miseries so deep 
Christ’s Dear Mother to behold? 


Can the human heart refrain 
From partaking in her pain 
In that Mothet’s pain untold? 


O thou Mother! fount of love! 
Touch my spirit from above; 
Make my heart with thine accord.* 


These lines are from an eighteenth-century translation of the poem, which 
was set to music a number of times in the period. The one most people know 
is Pergolesi’s setting of 1736, but especially relevant to my themes is Haydn’s 
Stabat Mater. \ts exact date of composition is unclear, but significantly enough 
it was written, so the composer once claimed, as a ‘token of thankfulness’ ‘in 
honour of the blessed Virgin’ after recovering from a life-threatening illness, 
possibly in the late 1760s. It gained considerable popularity across Europe 
towards the end of the eighteenth century. Here are two later verses: 


Let me mingle tears with thee, 
Mourning Him who mourned for me, 
All the days that I may live. 


By the cross with thee so stay, 
Thete with thee to weep and pray, 
Is all I ask of thee to give.” 


I have wished to find some way of conveying the continued capacity of an 
idealised image of motherhood, whether joyful or sorrowful, to move people 
during the high point of the Enlightenment, to keep alive in them a spiritualised 
understanding of a relationship that was, at that very moment, being subjected 
to an unparalleled scrutiny, to a probing and literalist representation that sought 
to explain mother-child relations in terms of the fabric of the body. The 
sacredness of kinship was not made manifest only in maternal grief, for in the 
evocations of happy motherhood there was an erotic dimension that suggested 
its own kind of spirituality. 

Two themes have been running through this account, and it is time in con- 
clusion to return to them. The first is my curiosity about what the consequences 
were of claiming, as so many high priests of Enlightenment science and medicine 
did, that their domain, Nature, knew no bounds, that their methods had no 
inherent limits but could be applied universally, thereby embracing phenomena 
such as the family. The second is my curiosity about how relationships between 


38. Robertson, 1967, p. 134. 
39. Ibid.; Robbins Landon, 1976, pp. 57-8; idem, 1978, pp. 144, 234-6, 268, 412-13. 
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people were imagined and represented at this time, given the vitality of medicine 
particularly in rethinking areas such as generation, marriage, sexuality, which 
presuppose intimate human interactions, not an abstracted human body. My 
assumption has been that although these questions are not restricted to the 
second half of the eighteenth century, they emerged at that time with a peculiar 
utgency and intensity. 

Of course, relationships between people, including intimate ones, can be 
imagined in many other ways than through kinship — citizenship or comrade- 
ship, for example, friendship or fellowship, partnership or patronage. But the 
cultural richness of languages of kinship is inescapable, embracing as they do 
natural, legal, emotional, spiritual, political and religious affinities. This subject 
has become something of a minefield, given that we live in a situation where 
all the main political groupings wish to be seen as on the side of ‘the family’, 
to mobilise those riches for ends that are rightly to be regarded with suspicion. 
But having said this, we have not thereby purged languages of kinship of their 
emotive dimensions, which can in fact be difficult to avow fully. It may be that 
cultural history has something valuable to offer here in suggesting how ideas 
take root, how they are challenged, the means by which they gather affect. This 
is not a history of one dominant framework giving way to another, but of 
something altogether more dialectical, in the sense both that alternative, diverse 
views co-exist and that distinct modes of thought play off each other. Thus 
authoritative assertions about understanding motherhood in terms of objects, 
that is materially, were in dynamic interaction with equally vigorous claims and 
assumptions about its sacred qualities, indeed each served to sharpen the other. 

In using the term ‘kinship’ I wanted to evoke an abstract idea that could 
be seen to have a cultural life detached from but never fully independent of 
the messiness of everyday life. Over the lifecourse of notions such as ‘family’, 
‘affinity’, ‘kinship’ and their cognates, the makers of culture actively, if not 
always consciously, mould ideas or clusters of ideas in complex ways. It is 
properly the business of cultural history to examine and take apart for further 
inspection the cultural life of abstract ideas, especially when those ideas are at 
once part of the most authoritative and powerful systems of knowledge ever 
devised and integral to the very fabric of life, as it pulsates in individuals, in 
families and in nations. 
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